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LETTERS 


Letters may have been 
shortened because of 
space. Some names 
may have been changed 

Same bracket 

Despite his correct position of opposing 
the left calling for state bans on racists 
and fascists, there is a serious problem 
with Eddie Ford’s article, ‘Dieudonne’s 
calculated anti-Semitism’ (January 
30), in which he denounces the French 
comedian, Dieudonne M’bala M’bala, for 
anti-Semitism and seeks to put him in the 
same bracket as fascists, about whom it is 
legitimate to debate such tactics. 

To put it as simply as possible, 
Dieudonne is a prominent black man and 
political figure of part-Affican origin in 
France - a racist, colonialist, imperialist 
power that still regularly rampages around 
parts of Africa even today. It has done so 
in alliance with Israel for many decades 
(Suez!). In this context, even to talk about 
someone like Dieudonne as any kind of 
fascist threat, to talk even hypothetically 
about using tactics like ‘no platform’ that 
may legitimately be used against a real 
fascist threat, is utterly surreal. 

What is even more surreal is that 
the Weekly Worker does not have a no¬ 
platform position in principle regarding 
openly avowed fascists in any case. It 
rejects this position, and its polemic on this 
question is expressed in its occasionally 
being prepared to publish letters from 
avowed fascists in its letters page. This 
is arguable: in my view the position of 
refusing to debate in all circumstances 
with avowed fascists is not practical 
and was never adhered to in practice 
by the left. In particular, when the left is 
competing with fascists for the allegiance 
of currently backward but militant layers 
of the working class, such a ‘principle’ is 
tantamount to abandoning such layers to 
the fascists, though such interaction is a 
difficult, problematic undertaking, with 
considerable political and physical risks. 

For anyone on the left to project 
elements from currently oppressed ethnic 
minorities as fascist threats in imperialist 
societies is to display zero understanding 
of racism and racial oppression. Black 
fascism is not possible in France, the 
United States or any other imperialist 
country because, for all the CPGB’s 
tendentious extrapolations of some 
aspects of bourgeois liberal rhetoric into a 
supposedly coherent policy and practice, 
these societies are still deeply racist in 
practice, particularly towards minorities 

- mainly but not exclusively non-whites 

- whose origins are in the ex-colonies 
and semi-colonies. Blacks and other non¬ 
whites of ‘immigrant’ descent will be the 
first victims of fascism in these societies, 
not its agents. 

The CPGB is in the habit of pooh- 
poohing allegations of racism against the 
bourgeois state in favour of an overblown 
analysis that says that the official bourgeois 
position is ‘official anti-racism’ - despite 
the fact that in practice, despite the 
rhetoric, little has changed. Yet it is quick 
to brand Dieudonne and Anelka as outright 
racists and equate them with the nativist 
white far right, who are again defined 
according to this outlook primarily by their 
anti-Semitism. 

What is unique about the question of 
anti-Semitism is that the one formerly 
oppressed minority in 20th century 
capitalist society which has managed to 
escape from racial oppression and find 
its way across the line between oppressor 
and oppressed in these societies are the 
Jews. This was because anti-Semitism, and 
the oppression of Jews, was distinct from 
virtually all other kinds of racial oppression 
in the earlier period of capitalism, in that 
it was not linked to any imperial-colonial 
question. It rather came from a cocktail 
of demonology derived from a religious- 
sectarian persecution in pre-capitalist 
western societies, giving rise to a struggle 
for emancipation from that oppression that 
was a component ofbourgeois revolutions, 
notably the French, and the beginnings of 
proletarian revolutions against capitalism. 


most notably in Russia. 

This produced a bourgeois-reactionary 
demonology about the Jews, transmuted 
into ‘racial’ terms as per the late 19th/early 
20th century norm, that led to genocide 
at the hands of crisis-ridden capitalism in 
Europe in the 1930s - possibly the most 
extreme form of ‘racial’ oppression yet 
seen under advanced capitalism. Yet by 
a dialectical inversion, the oppression of 
the Jews was the most problematic and 
irrational from a bourgeois point of view, 
the fonn of oppression that most easily 
dissipated and turned into its opposite. 

The outcome ofWorld War II militarily 
crushed those sections of the bourgeoisie 
that staked all on persecution of the Jews. 
But, more than crushing them, it politically 
defeated them, and defeated the bourgeois 
false consciousness they represented. 
Because the oppression of the Jews was not 
rooted in the imperial-colonial paradigm, 
it was uniquely able to be turned into its 
opposite. The advent of Israel as a colonial- 
settler state, effectively a new imperialist 
power transplanted into the Middle East 
with the, at first tacit, later fervent, support 
of major imperialist powers like the United 
States (as well as, paradoxically, the early 
weak Stalinist-USSR imperialism) led to 
the transformation of the Jews from (in 
the main) an oppressed people in the early 
20th century to an oppressor people by the 
late 20th century. This shift in role is true 
not merely of Israeli Jews themselves, but 
of the mainstream of Jewish organisations 
in the major imperialist countries, which 
reconstituted themselves in the latter 20th 
century, on the basis of the Ersatz form 
of nationalism known as Zionism, into 
‘border guards’ for Israeli imperialism, 
in a manner somewhat analogous to the 
manner that Trotsky observed was true of 
the Stalinised Comintern with regard to 
the interests of the Soviet nomenklatura. 
Thus the Jews, as a people in the later 
imperialist epoch, became part of the 
imperialist oppressor camp, albeit outside 
Israel somewhat by proxy. The crucial 
difference being that Israeli imperialism 
is not some anomalous regency regime 
in class terms, but a strategically cmcial 
part of the world imperialist order that is 
unlikely to be shifted short of conscious 
proletarian revolution. 

In this context, anti-Semitism, from 
being an important if problematic ideology 
of racist imperialism in the early 20th 
century, has become a marginal ideology of 
those themselves subject to racist oppression 
in the late 20th century, and the same in 
spades in the early 21 st century - particularly 
in the context of the ‘war on terror’. In fact, 
in the context that Dieudonne has ‘crossed’ 
French imperialism’s Israeli imperialist ally, 
Israel, and its French Jewish supporters, the 
witch-hunt against Dieudonne has a racist 
character, in the same sense as a similar 
witch-hunt against another problematic, 
in some ways reactionary, figure, just over 
a century ago. I speak of captain Alfred 
Dreyfus, a Jewish officer of the general staff, 
falsely accused of treason against the French 
republic, and defended by sections ofthe left 
who did not capitulate to the then-dominant 
anti-Semitism. 

Dieudonne’s fraternisation with the 
racist, anti-Semitic political fossil, Jean- 
Marie Le Pen, should be condemned 
above all as dangerous to black people 
in France. Just as should the speech 
by the Nation of Islam patriarch, Louis 
Farrakhan, in the United States, where he 
testified as to the ‘greatness ’ of Adolf Hitler 
as a nationalist leader. As with Farrakhan 
in the United States, however, anyone who 
argues that Dieudonne should be equated 
with the imperialist far right is capitulating 
to imperialist racism. 

But serious political analysts should 
note that Len Pen’s daughter, Marine 
Le Pen, the current and politically 
ambitious leader of the Front National, 
has condemned Dieudonne and called 
for the enforcement of France’s anti-hate 
crime laws against him. The modem 
Front National, a highly sophisticated 
‘post’-fascist machine that increasingly 
trades on its ‘modernisation’ - including 
an attempt to appeal to Jewish voters on 


the basis of pro-Zionism and Islamophobia 
- represents the real far-right threat in 
France - pro-Zionist, racist-in-practice and 
quite committed to the formal/fictitious 
‘anti-racism’ that is the hallmark of the 
hypocrisy of the bourgeoisie in this period. 

In joining in the demonisation of 
Dieudonne, Eddie Ford finds himself 
with an unexpected co-thinker, which 
is not entirely unexpected for observers 
of the unthinking, reflexive capitulation 
to Zionism that is widespread and so far 
largely unchallenged ideology of left 
Zionism on much of the far left. 

Ian Donovan 
email 

Free rider 

In your January 16 issue, a letter 
from ‘Peter’ was allowed to promote 
Mosleyite policies, even claiming some 
positions were shared with the CPGB. I 
was surprised, even dismayed, that his 
ideas went unchallenged by the Weekly 
Worker's editors. 

Mosley was a leading Labour politician 
who broke away to form his New Party, 
initiallyjoined by John Strachey, who was 
generally seen as a prominent Marxist 
writer. Mosley soon adopted a calculated 
anti-Semitic platform, mixed with hostility 
to international finance capital (portrayed 
as Jewish). The result was the British Union 
of Fascists, a bunch of street thugs whom 
Peter generously portrays as democrats, 
but whose real objective was attacking the 
organised working class. 

Defenders of capitalism are quite 
capable of presenting popular and radical 
measures in order to save the system from 
itself. Trotsky once observed that the Nazis 
expropriated the bourgeoisie politically in 
order to save it economically. 

Certainly, finance capital will have to 
be attacked, but radical-sounding, even 
socialist, measures are of little value 
when presented in isolation or in the 
wrong context. Perspective is crucial. 
The credit system and the mountains of 
fictitious capital that bear down on the 
world economy are an outgrowth of capital 
accumulation. The only perspective to 
challenge this is that of uniting the working 
class internationally to take power and 
control the means of production. Anything 
short of that - defence of the nation-state, 
the national economy, or collapse into 
the politics of identity - opens the door to 
dangerous reactionary developments. 

Confusion on these issues is 
rife among the radical left, where 
campaigning on single issues, without 
relating them to an analysis of capitalism 
and the perspective of the working class 
overthrowing it, is the norm. 

So when a Mosleyite seeks to add to 
the confusion, why does CPGB give him 
a free ride? 

Mike Martin 
Sheffield 

Delusion 

In my article, ‘Belling the cat’ (December 
12 2013), I suggested that the Hebrew 
majority of the Israeli working class “will 
... have not only the ability, but also an 
incentive to overthrow the capitalist 
Zionist regime, if that would mean 
becoming part of a dominant working 
class in a socialist context. The context 
would have to be regional, encompassing 
at the very least the entire Arab east... 
So potentially the Hebrew working class 
can be mobilised for the revolutionary 
overthrow of the Zionist regime, and for 
exchanging its position as an exploited 
and dominated class with national 
privileges for the position of partnership 
in a dominant class with no more (and, of 
course, no less) than equal national rights.” 

In his response, ‘Collectivising the 
mice’ (January 30), comrade Tony 
Greenstein denies that this scenario is 
possible. Some of his counterarguments 
are quite baffling. For example: “Why 
then did [the Jewish Israeli working 
class] not overthrow Zionism when most 
Palestinians supported Oslo and the two- 
state solution?” The obvious answer to 
this rhetorical question is: first, because 


the scenario I outlined assumes, quite 
explicitly, the context of a regional socialist 
revolution; and second, because the Oslo 
accords and the two-state solution posit 
the continued existence of Israel’s Zionist 
regime, not its overthrow. Anyway, for 
now let me leave aside the disagreement 
between Tony and me regarding the 
scenario outlined above. 

However, Tony and I do agree on at 
least one major point: in the absence of 
a regional socialist context, the Hebrew 
masses will not overthrow the Zionist 
regime for the sake of dissolving the state 
of Israel into a unitary, secular-democratic 
state in the entire territory of pre-1948 
Palestine. But the project of creating such 
a state, upheld by many radical Palestinian 
nationalists, is exactly what Tony supports. 
Let me emphasise: this project does not 
presuppose a socialist Arab east, but 
envisions a bourgeois democratic, hence 
capitalist, Palestine. (Indeed, the paradigm 
cited by advocates of this project is the 
ending of apartheid in South Africa - 
a democratic transformation that left 
capitalism intact.) 

But, as Tony and I agree, the Hebrew 
masses are not going to welcome this 
project; on the contrary, they are likely to be 
mobilised against it. In this crucial respect 
Israel is quite different from apartheid 
South Africa, where the vast majority of 
the population, including almost the entire 
working class, actively opposed apartheid. 
So achieving a unitary bourgeois, secular, 
democratic Palestine would require an 
external force that would overpower and 
topple Israel militarily or at the very least 
pose a realistic threat of doing so. As I 
argued in my article, this scenario, far from 
being credible, is a dangerous delusion. 
Moshe Machover 
email 

United front 

I am a member of the Independent 
Socialist Network and supporter of 
the Republican Socialist Platform 
within Left Unity. I am also a long¬ 
time Weekly Worker reader, regular 
CPGB podcast listener and first-time 
individual letter writer. 

As Daniel Harvey writes (Letters, 
January 30), we were both members of 
the Commune, and I too remember him 
as one of the more serious and thoughtful 
members ofthe group. I also remember him 
as the kind of writer who would never use 
the phrase, “Dear oh deaf’. The letter that 
comrade Harvey responded to, that I co¬ 
signed the week before, raised a question 
about the usage of the phrase “redolent of 
... Stalinism”, to describe the way that the 
statement from the Republican Socialist 
Platform on Left Unity was changed by 
the editors. 

The editing ofthe statement - an exercise 
in what Daniel calls the “prerogative of the 
editors of Weekly Worker”, certainly isn’t 
the first time that this paper has sought to 
minimise the political challenge of the 
Republican Socialist Platform intervention 
in Left Unity. The first time, as far as I 
recall, the Republican Socialist Platform 
was mentioned in Weekly Worker it was 
referred to as “Steve Freeman’s Republican 
Socialist Platform”, a clear attempt to 
dodge discussion of the content of our 
position within Left Unity; by reducing 
our politics to one name, the CPGB/ Weekly 
Worker sought to paint us as some kind of 
individual project. 

Our letter replying to this was labelled 
“No platform”. Contrary to comrade 
Harvey’s account, we are still organising 
within Left Unity, so his idea that “No 
platfonn” alluded to the dissolution of 
the platform doesn’t make any sense. 
It is clear, especially in the light of the 
personalisation of our politics, that this 
was an attempt to minimise, and thus 
not engage with, the politics of the 
Republican Socialist Platfonn. 

I support the Republican Socialist 
Platfonn for a number of reasons, but I 
will take one in particular as pertinent to 
opening a debate with CPGB comrades. 
The Left Unity initiative is not an attempt 
to build a communist organisation; that 


is one of the things the ISN is attempting 
with the opening up of its regroupment 
initiatives. It is in fact an attempt to 
open up a united front of working class 
struggle between reformists, socialists and 
communists, amongst others. 

As such, the politics the CPGB should 
be arguing for within Left Unity are the 
politics of their minimum programme, 
as these are the programmatic politics 
that help to ensure the class political 
independence of the working class and its 
political organisations, and so the politics 
on which a united front should be built. As 
supporters of republican socialism we have 
opened a debate to try and pull Left Unity 
to the very building blocks of working 
class political independence that the CPGB 
should be fighting for: extreme democracy, 
republicanism and internationalism. 

CPGB comrades have not engaged 
honestly with Left Unity. Instead they 
have wanted to feed their collective 
libido - all ritual strutting and empty 
self-aggrandisement. Comrades, wilfully 
misunderstanding the political basis of 
the Left Unity project to advance a shared 
narrative of your own persecution is not 
principle: it’s a collective neurosis. 

How else can we understand the 
behaviour of CPGB comrades at the 
founding conference? Rather than 
participating fully in the debate - for 
instance, talking to people who expressed 
interest in their politics - we were treated to 
the sight of some leading members of the 
‘only principled communists in the room’ 
strutting around with the kind of misplaced 
sense of self-importance that, to be fair, is 
generally as strenuous to sustain as it is to 
find outside of the upper layers of the trade 
union bureaucracy. 

Which is to say nothing of the 
Communist Platform’s ‘defence’ by 
comrade Jack Conrad. His schmaltzy, 
overplayed, karaoke Brecht turn was 
more a private pantomime than a political 
intervention. The only way to explain this 
peculiar behaviour, or the particular form 
in which the editors of Weekly Worker have 
chosen to exercise the sense ofprerogative 
that they so clearly feel entitled to is that the 
CPGB are acting in an entirely dishonest 
way in Left Unity; more interested in 
building their own myth than in setting up 
a democratic and politically independent 
united front of the working class. 

With comrades ofthe calibre they have, 
I am sure this situation will not continue, 
and so I look forward to talking to them 
more seriously about the situation within 
Left Unity, and the regroupment process 
of communist organisations that the ISN 
has started in earnest, as much as I look 
forward to further editions of the Weekly 
Worker and your podcast. 

Javaad Alipoor 
email 

US left 

I found Dan Harvey’s article on the history 
of the CPGB’s participation in the Socialist 
Alliance to be a very interesting read, and 
possibly a useful reference point when 
thinking about recent developments in 
US left politics. Since the 2012 general 
election and the strong showing by 
Socialist Alternative candidate Kshama 
Sawant for a state legislature seat in 
Washington, the possibility of united 
electoral action by different socialist 
groups has been broached in a much 
stronger and more concrete way than 
the topic has been discussed in several 
decades. 

That said, caution and thoughtfulness 
should be the order of the day, particularly 
if the example of the Socialist Alliance 
serves as any sort of guide as to what may 
happen in the US. It should be noted, 
after all, that the initiating groups of each 
electoral project are their own country’s 
sections of the Committee for a Workers’ 
International, and there is some tendency 
for the tactics of an international to have 
a large degree of consistency across its 
sections. 

If I was to wager a guess on how 
developments in the US would proceed, the 
process of building local socialist electoral 
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alliances would gain varying degrees of 
support among a decent-sized section 
of the left, though there would be little 
coordinating presence outside of Socialist 
Alternative and whatever organisations 
with a national reach supported such 
efforts. While local autonomy is definitely 
desirable, a lack of central organisation 
would probably mean the politics of such 
alliances would vary greatly from place to 
place, and the unified efforts wouldn’t have 
much life outside of elections. 

Nevertheless, like the case of Left 
Unity in the UK (and the Socialist 
Alliance 15 years ago), it means there’s an 
opportunity for developing a larger space, 
where Marxist politics can be effectively 
put forward. Any unity efforts are still in 
their embryonic stages at best, but there 
is some reason to be at least cautiously 
optimistic. Hopefully I will be able to 
infonn Weekly Worker readers of positive 
developments as they arise! 

Peter Moody 
email 

Faking it 

“Those attending political meetings 
that tend to be breeding grounds for 
interventions from the Spartacist League 
could traditionally only sing a tune 
with their fingers in their ears,” writes 
Corey Ansel (Letters, January 30). Well, 
annoying and wrong as they may be, at 
least the Spartacists push a somewhat 
coherent political line. 

It’s not for me to answer Ansel’s 
labyrinthine criticism of Workers 
Power’s supposedly “opportunist”, 
“reformist” and “anti-Marxist” activity. 
And I ’ll overlook why he chose to publish 
this battle cry against “online politics” 
and “sects” in a newspaper explicitly 
dedicated to bringing its niche readers 
the latest in curious sectariana and hot- 
off-the-press ‘leftist trainspotting’. 

However, one passing invective in 
the ‘Sparts on crack’-like storm that was 
Ansel’s letter stood out as particularly 
amusing: a modem-day Holden Caulfield, 
Ansel labels the League for the Fifth 
International (L5I) as simply “phoney”. 

As an L5I member myself, until now 
I had no idea my organisation is actually 
fake - all a figment of my imagination. 
Indeed, congratulations are in order to the 
editors for bringing us this scoop. 

Svante Persson 
Arbetarmakt, Sweden 

Blame Maoism 

Paul Demarty’s claim that “privilege 
theory is every inch a product of American 
Maoism, and all its basic discursive features 
- Manichean presentations of minor 
disputes, strident moralism and the idea 
that the privileged need to be ‘educated’ by 
the oppressed-are deflected products of the 
worship of the Cultural Revolution” is too 
sweeping and unsupported to be buried in 
the penultimate paragraph of an otherwise 
excellent piece (‘Bondage and bigotry’, 
January 30). 

This is not the first time comrade 
Demarty has traced current left woes 
to the failings of bygone American 
Maoists. I know enough of American 
Maoism’s history and sorry end to accept 
that his claim is true in many respects - 
an obvious example being the ‘white 
skin privilege’ theory developed by the 
Sojourner Truth Organisation and then 
midwifed into academia by leading 
member Noel Ignatin/Ignatiev when 
he entered grad school after the STO’s 
collapse. There is a connection. 

But merely identifying this connection 
is insufficient, as it leaves out the 
political degradation that accompanied 
it. The failure of the New Communist 
Movement, the conversion of radical 
ideas into academic theorising and social 
work jargon, the lessons of the Great 
Proletarian Cultural Revolution learned 
or misunderstood by western leftists - are 
all too important to dismiss in a single 
paragraph (of an article about the post- 
post-Trotskyist International Socialist 
Network, no less). It would be good to 
see a more thorough treatment of these 
issues in a future Weekly Worker. 

Ryan Hardy 
Toronto 


Laughing matter 

Thanks should go to Pete McLaren of 
Rugby Trade Unionist and Socialist 
Coalition for providing a useful 
summary of pro-migration killer facts 
to be used the next time comrades 
encounter the rightwing pub bore 
(Letters, January 23). Of course, it 
would be pretty useless to use when 
campaigning on the doorstep and 
perfectly sums up why the left is 
currently losing this argument. 

The white working class are unlikely 
to be swayed by GDP statistics or history 
lessons about net migration in the 1800s. 
Their politics are shaped by what they 
see: overcrowded, adjacent non-British 
areas of deprivation, just like their own 
neglected estates, with the rightwing 
commentariat and politicians fuelling 
the view that money spent on these 
communities would be diverted to them 
if immigration was reversed. Add this 
to a genuine sense of the country being 
‘full’ (I notice comrade McLaren didn’t 
include any population density stats in 
his letter) and it’s easy for the likes of the 
UK Independence Party and the English 
Defence League to make hay. 

Until we start to engage in the 
arguments around our limited resources 
and sensibly discuss, say, how big the UK 
(and world) population could become and 
still support a decent standard of living 
for all, we will struggle to build support. 
Yes, it should be a Marxist argument, but 
one that acknowledges unlimited growth 
and spread is untenable. I’m certainly not 
capable of packaging up such messages 
succinctly, but I do know one thing: 
saying we should just open up all borders 
because ‘figures will average out over 
time’ will continue to get us laughed out 
of town. 

Richard Tomasson 

South Yorkshire 

Peripheral? 

Comrade Zurowski’s introduction 
to ‘Animal liberation and Marxism’ 
(January 23j initially sets out the 
accepted Marxist view of what is 
loosely termed animal liberationism. 
However, in his concluding remarks, he 
points to a real contradiction in such a 
position: “... the customary explanation 
as to why Marxists are anthropocentric 
... rarely amounts to more than ‘That’s 
just the way it is’: ie, the very first 
phrase that historical materialists ought 
to abandon.” 

In other words, Marxism is not a 
static view of the world, but a dynamic 
one, where all ideas and experience in 
bourgeois society are scrutinised and 
not merely uncritically accepted as an 
historical given. Perhaps comrade Adams 
(Letters, January 30) should have taken a 
little more note of this before denouncing 
animal rights - and, presumably “its 
allied environmentalism” - as “petty 
bourgeois, irrationalist hogwash”. 
Marxism, as a dynamic world view, 
critiques the real, material conditions 
as they presently exist. The material 
conditions which pertained in Marx’s 
day - an abundance of natural resources, 
most notably energy, and a global 
population estimated at less than two 
billion - were very different to those 
which we confront. 

Socialism, unlike capitalism, is based 
upon a rational use of resources in a 
planned economy. The question, then, 
is how are we - should we ever seize 
power - to deal with a material world 
which has increasingly depleted natural 
resources and a predicted population of 
approximately eight billion in 20 years’ 
time? Clearly food, and the water required 
to produce it, will be a major and pressing 
issue. 

The United Nations Environment 
Programme report of 2010 stated that 
the pressure from agriculture on water 
resources will increase due to population 
growth and a rising demand for meat. 
In its view, “A substantial reduction of 
impacts would only be possible with a 
substantial worldwide diet change away 
from animal products.” 

But what of meat consumption? As 


the data shows, it is an inefficient use 
of resources and if it were abolished, 
as comrade Wittgen of the Assoziation 
Dammerung (AD) succinctly puts it, 
“this would massively increase our 
potential to supply food for everybody 
... abandoning the meat industry under 
a proletarian dictatorship would actually 
make progress to communism easier”. 
What is so “irrational” about that? It will, 
of course, be easier said than done, given 
that resistance to the idea of not eating 
animal products is so deeply entrenched 
in nearly all societies. Indeed, it seems 
to be one of the issues where Marxists 
are entirely at one with mainstream 
thought and practice. The reasons for 
this were addressed by both comrade 
Zurowski and AD comrades, who fully 
acknowledge that the “lifestylism” of 
some (perhaps the majority) of animal 
rights proponents is hardly a recipe for 
a revolutionary change in the system of 
social relations. 

That having been said, this is only a 
partial explanation and is obviously not 
the nub of the matter, as the responses 
from comrades Adams and Masters 
attest. For comrade Masters, it seems 
that the pleasure of the palate is his 
main reason for not giving up meat 
and he then goes on to correctly point 
out that trials have been conducted to 
develop in vitro meat. However, this is 
not without its contradictions. Firstly, 
from an animal rights perspective, it still 
involves taking animal tissue, which is 
then grown using the medium of foetal 
calf serum; in theory, it should be possible 
to then carry on production without the 
continued use of animals, but this is by 
no means proven. Secondly, as a high-end 
technology it is very expensive and could 
only become commercially viable if the 
mega-corporations could make the huge 
profits which they currently enjoy from 
the existing vertical integration of the 
meat industry, and it is open to question 
whether this is likely to happen in the 
foreseeable future. Meat at the centre of 
food consumption. 

This, of course, raises the whole ethical 
and moral dimension of the relationship 
of human to non-human animals, a 
dimension which most Marxists prefer 
not to discuss. Is a concern for animals, 
as comrade Zurowski put it, “garish 
moralising” or is it more the case, as 
comrade Bemhold states, that “we have 
arrived at a stage where there is no 
longer a necessity for socially produced 
suffering”? One thing is certain. If 
Marxists do not engage with what have 
hitherto been regarded as peripheral 
issues, we are denying ourselves the 
opportunity to present a vision of a future 
progressive, socialist society. In fact, it 
could be argued that we are denying that 
human beings have a capacity for change. 
Jo Russell 
email 

Animal rights 

One wonders why the discussion on 
animal rights has arisen. Communists 
follow Marx and Engels to the letter and, 
as Engels was a fox hunter, I would have 
thought that was an end to the matter. 
Tony Roberts 
email 

Proof at last 

Working my way through Weekly Worker 
995, one of your really excellent editions, 
one could be forgiven for feeling a wry 
sympathy for the Alliance for Workers’ 
Liberty, following the well-deserved 
ridicule they received from Ben Lewis 
(Letters, January 30), only to imagine 
them all having orgasms of delight when 
they stumble across the obvious typo in 
Mike Macnair’s “edited version” of his 
input to the Hands Off the People of Iran 
day school (‘Changed and unchanged’). 
I refer to where Mike is quoted as saying 
that “The US backed Iran in the 1980-88 
Iran-Iraq waf’. 

Maybe the AWL will print this 
paragraph as ‘proof’ of the Weekly 
Worker’s ‘falsification of history’, in the 
true Stalinist tradition? 

Bob Potter 

email 



CPGB podcasts 

Every Monday we upload a podcast commenting on the current 
political situation. In addition, the site features voice files of public 
meetings and other events: http://cpgb.org.uk/home/podcasts. 

London Communist Forum 

Sunday February 9: No forum. 

Sunday February 16, 5pm: Weekly political report from CPGB 
Provisional Central Committee, followed by open discussion and 
Capital reading group. Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, London 
WC1. This meeting: Vol 1, chapter 25, section 5, part E: ‘The British 
agricultural proletariat’. 

Organised by CPGB: www.cpgb.org.uk. 

Radical Anthropology Group 

Introduction to anthropology: the science of mythology 
Tuesday February 11, 6.15pm: ‘Chomsky, anarchism and the 
military mind’. Speaker: Chris Knight. 

88 Fleet Street, London EC4 (next to St Bride’s church, 5 minutes walk 
from Blackfriars tube). Admission free, but donations appreciated. 
Organised by Radical Anthropology Group: 
www.radicalanthropologygroup.org. 

Stop G4S 

Saturday February 8, 11am to 5pm: Campaign meeting, Quaker 
Meeting House, 10 Saint James Street, Sheffield SI. 

Organised by Stop G4S: stop-g4s@riseup.net. 

Burning issue 

Saturday February 8,1.30pm: FBU anti-cuts rally, Bottle of Notes, 
Centre Square, Middlesbrough TS1. 

Organised by the Fire Brigades Union: www.fbu.org.uk. 

Socialist films 

Sunday February 9, 11am: Screening, Bolivar Hall, 54 Grafton Way, 
London Wl. Pablo Larrain’s No (Chile/France/USA, 118 minutes). 
Followed by discussion. 

Organised by London Socialist Film Co-op: 
www.socialistfilm.blogspot.com. 

Stop police killings 

Tuesday February 11, 6pm: Protest, Lambeth town hall, Brixton Hill, 
London SW2. 

Organised by Defend the Right to Protest: 
www.defendtherighttoprotest.org. 

Hands off our unions 

Tuesday February 11, 6.30 pm: Rally, Camden Centre, Bidborough 
Street, London WC1. 

Organised by People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk. 

An academic in Long Kesh 

Wednesday February 12,7.30pm: Talk, Five Leaves Bookshop, 

14a Long Row, Nottingham NG1. Alan Baimer talks about his 
time working with republican and loyalist prisoners. £3, including 
refreshments. 

Organised by Nottingham Irish Studies Group: 
www.nottinghamisg.org.uk. 

Class Wargames 

Wednesday February 12, 5.30pm: Collective playing of Guy 
Debord’s The game of war. Feminist Library, 5 Westminster Bridge 
Road, London SE1. 

Organised by Class Wargames: www.classwargames.net. 

Solidarity with fast food workers 

Saturday February 15: Day of action, nationwide events. See www. 
fastfoodrights.wordpress.com for details. 

Organised by the Bakers, Food and Allied Workers Union: 
www.bfawu.org. 

Unite welfare campaigns 

Saturday February 15, 10am: All-UK conference of welfare 
campaign groups, central London venue (TBC). 

Organised by Boycott Workfare: www.boycottworkfare.org. 

No to Atos 

Wednesday February 19, 8am to 5pm: Protest at an Atos centre near 
you . See websites for details of local actions: www.facebook.com/ 
ATOSNationalDemo. 

Organised by Disabled People Against the Cuts: www.dpac.uk.net. 

Women’s Assembly 

Saturday February 22,10am to 5pm: Conference, Conway Hall, 25 
Red Lion Square, London WC1. 

Organised by the People’s Assembly: www.thepeoplesassembly.org.uk. 

The idea of Israel 

Wednesday February 26, 7pm: Book launch, Mosaic Rooms, Tower 
House, 226 Cromwell Road, London SW5. Discussion with Ilan Pappe 
of his new book The idea of Israel: a major new history of Zionism 
and Israel. 

Organised by Mosaic Rooms: www.mosaicrooms.org/the-idea-of-israel. 

Home rule crisis and World War I 

Wednesday February 26, 7.30pm: Talk, Five Leaves Bookshop, 14a 
Long Row, Nottingham NG1. Talk by Pat Murphy of the Nottingham 
Irish Studies Group. £3, including refreshments. 

Organised by Nottingham Irish Studies Group: 
www.nottinghamisg.org.uk. 

With the miners 

Thursday February 27 to Sunday March 2,4pm daily: Photo 
display and miners banners, film showings, debates and book launches 
commemorating the 1984-85 strike. Tyneside Irish Club, Gallowgate, 
Newcastle upon Tyne, NE1. 

CPGB wills 

Remember the CPGB and keep the struggle going. Put our party’s 
name and address, together with the amount you wish to leave, in your 
will. If you need further help, do not hesitate to contact us. 
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UKRAINE 


Great power tug of war 

The US and the EU are on one side, Russia is on the other; the human victims are the Ukrainian 
population, writes Eddie Ford 



O ver recent months Ukraine 
has been thrown into crisis 
following the decision by 
president Viktor Yanukovych not to 
pursue closer integration with the 
European Union. Kiev and other 
cities have been hit by massive 
street demonstrations and physical 
confrontations between anti¬ 
government forces, which range 
from fascist to liberal democratic, 
and the tooled-up police force of the 
increasingly authoritarian Yanukovych. 
Oppositionalists have been arrested 
and in some cases severely beaten, 
one particular example being that of 
Dmytro Bulatov - the leader of a group 
called AutoMaidan, mainly made-up 
of drivers, who vanished without 
trace for eight days. 1 When he finally 
reappeared on the outskirts of Kiev 
he said he had been kidnapped and 
tortured (“crucified”) by captors who 
spoke with “Russian accents”. 

The turmoil has revealed deep 
divisions within the country, which 
seems to be disintegrating before 
our very eyes. The primary fissure, 
regrettably, appears to be an ethnic, 
linguistic and cultural one between 
Ukrainian and Russian speakers 
- which in turn is reflected in the 
aggressive tug of war over the 
country between the European 
Union/United States and Russia. This 
division first flared up during the so- 
called Orange Revolution of 2004, 
which saw a bitter presidential battle 
pitching Yanukovych against Viktor 
Yushchenko with their contrasting 
and competing pro-European and pro- 
Russian orientations - evidenced by 
the fact that president Vladimir Putin 
made two visits to Kiev to congratulate 
Yanukovych on his initial electoral 
victory, which was promptly annulled 
by the Ukrainian supreme court. 
Yushchenko, leader of the Our Ukraine 
party, won the rerun by 52% to 44%. 

Showing the often ugly nature 
of Ukrainian-Russian politics, 
Yushchenko was the target of an 
assassination attempt by ‘dark forces’ 
at the height of the election campaign 
- it being later confirmed that he had 
ingested hazardous amounts of TCDD, 
the most potent dioxin in Agent 
Orange. Poisoning, of course, is well 
known to be a Russian/Soviet secret 
service favourite. Yushchenko suffered 
permanent disfigurement and despite 
massive sympathy for his condition lost 
the 2010 presidential election badly. He 
garnered only 5.45% of the vote. 

Needless to say, the Orange 
Revolution further acted to polarise 
the two populations. Indeed, in the 
immediate aftermath of Yushchenko’s 
victory there was intense speculation 
regarding the possible secession of 
Russian-dominated areas. This talk 
may have been exaggerated, but it 
demonstrates how the Ukrainophone 
and Russophone populations imagine 
Ukrainian identity in sharply 
different ways - and now the threat 
of dismemberment appears only too 
real again. 

According to official data from 
the 2001 Ukrainian census, 67.5% 
of the population declared Ukrainian 
as their native language and 29.3% 
(over 14 million) gave Russian. But 
only just over half of these are actual 
Russians - amongst those who also 
say their first language is Russian 
are Belarusians, Greeks, Bulgarians, 
Moldavians, Tartars, Armenians, Poles 
and Germans. 2 

Furthermore, according to a 2004 
public opinion poll by the Kiev 
International Institute of Sociology, 


Illusions in EU rife 

the number of people using Russian 
considerably exceeds the number of 
those who declared Russian as their 
native language in the census. Hence 
the survey says Russian is used at 
home by 43-46% of the population and 
Russophones constitute a majority in 
eastern and southern regions (and an 
overwhelming 97% in Crimea). 

Victim 

The larger historical origins of this 
split are beyond the scope of such a 
short article. In many ways, Ukraine is 
one of those countries which is a victim 
of history, surrounded by predatory 
expansionist powers - especially to 
the east in the shape of Russia. Going 
further back in history, Kiev was 
actually the first capital of Rus - not 
Moscow, let alone Petrograd. 3 But it 
has always been prey to the territorial 
ambitions of Poland, Germany, Russia 
and other powers. 

After the Russian Revolution, 
Ukraine became an enormous 
battlefield between a bewildering array 
of revolutionary and nationalist groups 

- and endless subdivisions and factions 
thereof. Between 1917 and 1921 
numerous ‘governments’ backed by 
this or that power or alliance were set 
up - the Central Rada of the Ukrainian 
People’s Republic, Hetmanate of the 
Ukrainian State, Ukrainian National 
Council of the West Ukrainian People’s 
Republic, Directorate of the Ukrainian 
People’s Republic, Hutsul Republic ... 

Ukraine became formally 
independent in March 1919 with the 
setting up of the Ukrainian Soviet 
Socialist Republic. In December 1922 
it became a founding member of the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. 

Giving you an insight into the 
volatile state of Ukrainian politics, or 
the national psyche, Stalin’s favourite 
novel was The white guard - written 
in 1926 by Mikhail Bulgakov and 
later adapted by him as a play. Set 
at the time of the civil war, the main 
characters are whites who hate the reds, 
Jews, etc. But during the course of the 
play some of the characters start going 
over to the communists, not because 
any ideological affinity or political 
conversion, but just because the whites 
are so abominable. The play brilliantly 
depicts the class contradictions and 
moral turmoil of these individuals and 
society as a whole. 

Beyond any doubt, Ukraine is still 
traumatised by the legacy of Stalinism 

- which was brutal and overwhelming. 
Forced collectivisation, which was 
irrational and anti-Marxist to the core, 
was tantamount to a war against the 


Ukrainian peasantry, and helped to 
create the conditions for the appalling 
famine of 1932-33 in which millions 
died. Foully, the mass starvation was 
always denied by the regime and 
alibied by fellow travellers looking 
for their ‘new civilisation’, such as the 
Webbs, Bernard Shaw, etc. Though not 
absolutely conclusive, there is enough 
credible evidence to suggest that Stalin 
deliberately engineered the famine 
to punish the Ukrainians for being 
insufficiently loyal to the Soviet Union 
(ie, JV Stalin). Indeed, the famine 
is now known as the Holodomor 
(“extermination by hunger”) and has 
been ‘officially’ classified as an act of 
genocide by 13 countries. 

The ghastly experience of forced 
collectivisation and famine goes a 
long way to explaining how in World 
War II huge numbers of Ukrainians 
collaborated with the Nazis, despite 
the fact that Hitler had made more 
than clear what his plans for the 
Slavic people were in Mein Kampfand 
elsewhere. Sometimes whole regiments 
would go over to the German side. You 
cannot just attribute this to traditional, 
atavistic peasant anti-Semitism, though 
that was certainly present. Rather, by 
a terrible logic, Stalinist oppression 
drove so many desperate Ukrainians 
into the hands of the Nazis - even if 
only temporarily. 

After Stalin died, Khrushchev 
redrew the borders in 1954 by giving 
Crimea to the Ukrainians as part of 
the celebrations surrounding the 
300th anniversary of the Treaty of 
Pereyaslav. 4 It is fair to suggest that 
Khrushchev’s motivation may not have 
been entirely altruistic - perhaps more 
a desire to build a Russian-speaking 
majority in Ukraine and perhaps also 
an attempt to end the inconvenience 
resulting from the fact that the Tavriya 
Military District was situated in the 
territory of two separate republics - 
the Crimea and the Ukrainian SSR 5 . 
Anyway, as a result of this transfer 
there was a predictable surge in Russian 
immigration. Between 1959 and 1989, 
the number of Russians as a percentage 
of the Ukrainian population rose from 
16.9% to 22.1% (7.1 million to 11.36 
million) - most of them going to the 
Crimea. But ever since independence 
in 1990 the number of people who 
speak Ukrainian as their first language 
- and are generally ‘Ukrainianising’ 
themselves - has grown steeply. 

Dominant 

Still, whatever the complex history 
of Ukraine, a major element of the 
present conflict was made quite clear at 


the February 1 EU security conference 
in Munich. Giving the opening speech, 
Herman Van Rompuy, the president 
of the European Council, declared 
that the “future of Ukraine belongs 
with the EU”. Then John Kerry, the 
US secretary of state, rammed home 
the message by saying the US backs 
Ukraine’s “fight for democracy” - 
meaning, of course, support for the 
anti-government protesters on the 
streets - and complained that the 
“aspirations of citizens” are being 
“trampled” by “corrupt, oligarchic 
interests” that “use money to stifle 
political opposition and dissent, to buy 
politicians and media outlets, and to 
weaken judicial independence”. 

Unsurprisingly, Russian foreign 
minister Sergei Lavrov accused western 
countries of “double standards” - he 
might have a point. Kerry lives in a 
country where a plutocracy effectively 
runs the media and determines who 
the presidential candidates shall be: 
money buys just about anything and 
everything. Lavrov also angrily asked: 
“What does incitement of violent street 
protests have to do with the promotion 
of democracy? Why do we not hear 
condemnation of those who seize 
government buildings and attack 
police and use racist, anti-Semitic and 
Nazi slogans?” 

Obviously on the retreat, 
Yanukovych tried to ease the crisis by 
repealing anti-protest laws, signing an 
amnesty for protestors and accepting 
the resignation of his cabinet. But, 
ratcheting up the tensions, Kerry stated 
that Yanukovych’s concessions had 
“not yet reached an adequate level of 
reform” - and on February 1 he made a 
show of meeting Ukrainian opposition 
figures, including Arseniy Yatsenyuk 
and the boxer-tumed-politician, Vitali 
Klitschko. Buoyed by such explicit 
western expressions of support, the 
opposition has pressed in parliament 
for a return to a previous constitution, 
which would mean Yanukovych 
losing some of the key powers he has 
accumulated since being elected in 2010 
- like appointing the prime minister, 
government and regional governors. 

In effect, Rompuy and Kerry are 
saying that Yanukovych - just like 
Bashar Assad in Syria - has to go. 
Now there is even talk from the White 
House of sanctions. And the US state 
department has stated that Washington 
and the EU are in “preliminary 
discussions” about financial help 
for Ukraine - if a new technocratic 
government is formed, Italian-style. 
So much for the wonderful ideals of 
democracy. Russia, on the other hand, 


has other ideas. What we are seeing, in 
fact, is a great power tussle about who 
is going to be the dominant force in 
Ukraine - the EU/US or Russia? 

Quite clearly the Ukrainian 
government, regardless of its exact 
political nature, is caught between a 
rock and a hard place. The economy is 
mired in recession with the worst yet 
to come, and there is the EU offering 
them associate status. Salvation? No, 
because that offer does not come 
cost-free. To become an associate 
EU member means signing up to 
neoliberalism. Just think about it. 
Ukraine was one of the heartlands 
of Stalinist industrialisation, and big 
state-owned industries still remain - 
mines, steel plants, etc. Neoliberalism 
will just mean mass unemployment 
and further economic misery. Damned 
if you do, damned if you don’t. 

True, in the minds of many Ukranians 
associate status in theory means the free 
movement of labour - which, of course, 
is very attractive to many, especially 
younger citizens, looking towards 
Germany as a possible port of call in 
their hopes for a better future. Many are 
genuinely enthusiastic about the EU and 
all it appears to offer. But cruelly it is very 
unlikely that associate status will lead to 
the free movement of labour, leaving 
the ambitious - using that word in the 
best sense - trapped in a decaying and 
fragmenting Ukraine. A horrible situation. 

After all, what is the alternative 
facing them? Russia has offered £14 
billion in aid (cheap oil, cheap gas, etc) 
and some sort of‘common market’ that 
also includes - wait for it - Belains and 
Kazakhstan. It is almost impossible to 
conceive of a less appealing prospect. 
By comparison, Greece, Spain and 
Portugal are near to paradise on earth. 
Belarus (literally ‘white Rus’) is a truly 
weird and frightening place, like a cross 
between Putin’s and Stalin’s Russia - it 
still has all the old monstrous statues. 
Kazakhstan, another strange place, has 
a large Russian-speaking minority. Yet 
the only thing these countries have in 
common - or at least parts of them - is 
an inchoate and nostalgic Slavophilism, 
which would quickly break down under 
the cold economic winds. 

Meanwhile, the Ukrainian central 
bank has to keep intervening to stop 
panic demand for dollars weakening 
the hryvnia currency - escalating the 
trend towards general crisis. 

We are therefore faced with 
the real possibility that the former 
Soviet republic could slip into a 
civil war sparked by ethnic tensions 
and conflict - a toxic situation that 
could deteriorate in the blink of 
an eye. Those elements of the left 
that that are backing one side or 
the other in the Ukraine need to 
reconsider. Something potentially 
more dangerous than even Syria is 
on the cards, this time played out 
within the boundaries of Europe • 

eddie.ford@weeklyworker.org.uk 

Notes 

1. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AutoMaidan. 

2. http://web.archive.org/web/20080323110131/ 
http://www.ukrcensus.gov.ua/eng/results/general/ 
nationality. 

3. www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/317542/ 
Kiev/13910/The-first-Rus-capital. 

4. The treaty was concluded in January 1654 
in Pereyaslav (now Pereiaslav-Khmelnytskyi) 
at a meeting between the council of Ukrainian 
Cossacks and Vasiliy Buturlin, representative 
of tsar Alexey I - taking place as it did during 
the Khmelnytsky Uprising, ‘a war of liberation’ 
against Poland which resulted in the incorporation 
of eastern Ukraine into the Tsardom of Muscovy 
and the Cossacks swearing an oath of allegiance 
to the tsar. 

5. www.iccrimea.org/historical/crimeatransfer.html. 
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ITALY 


Back into the centre of politics 

Haggling over the new electoral law has given the former premier some breathing space, writes Toby Abse 



2 014 seems to be turning into an 
unexpectedly good year for Silvio 
Berlusconi, who on February 2 
was able to give a full-page interview 
to the Corriere della Sera about the 
general political situation without 
the slightest reference to his own 
legal troubles. On January 18 Matteo 
Renzi, the rabidly neoliberal mayor of 
Florence and recently elected secretary 
of the Partito Democratico (PD), had 
brought the apparently discredited 
and increasingly depressed 77-year- 
old ex-premier right back into the very 
centre of Italian politics. 

Berlusconi had apparently been 
marginalised first by the split in the 
former Popolo della Liberta (PdL), 
which had left him without the 
parliamentary forces to bring down 
Enrico Letta’s PD-led coalition, and then 
by his own ignominious expulsion from 
the senate. But by publicly summoning 
the felon to the national headquarters of 
the PD to discuss a new electoral law, 
Renzi has in effect not only completely 
rehabilitated him, but placed him once 
again in a position to blackmail his 
nominal political adversaries in the PD. 

Renzi, like many leaders of the PD 
and its predecessor organisations before 
him - most notably Massimo D’Alema 
and Walter Veltroni in 1996-98 and 
2008 respectively - imagines such a 
rotten compromise gives him and not 
the far more intelligent and experienced 
convicted fraudster, the upper hand. 
Whilst the PD is currently comfortably 
ahead of Berlusconi’s revived Forza 
Italia in the opinion polls, the logic of 
a bipolar system will inevitably favour 
the more unscrupulous operator, who 
over the last 20 years has always 
been prepared to make alliances with 
any combination of forces - centrist 
Christian Democrats, assorted neo- 
fascist fragments, the regionalist Lega 
Nord - required to ensure an arithmetical 
majority in parliament. Office holding 
and its pecuniary advantages have 
always been far more important to 
Berlusconi and most of his courtiers 
than any claim to ideological uniformity 
or even coherence. 

The trigger for the sudden 
acceleration in the longstanding 
parliamentary discussions about a 
new electoral law was the decision of 
the Consulta (constitutional court) in 
December 2013 that the Porcellum ( 11 Pig 
Law’) brought in by the Lega Nord’s 
Roberto Calderoli on Berlusconi’s 
instigation in 2005, was unconstitutional. 
The Pig Law introduced the notion of 
majority premiums for both chambers of 
the Italian parliament. Its undemocratic 
nature was fully exposed by the 2013 
election, when the victorious centre-left 
won 55% of the seats in the chamber 
of deputies with less than 30% of the 
vote - only fractionally more than the 
centre-right’s share. 

However, the cancellation of all the 
majority premiums for both the chamber 
and the senate had left Italy with a 
system of proportional representation, 
even if one qualified by a threshold 
of 4%, which denied parliamentary 
representation to smaller forces outside 
a major electoral coalition. In short, 
this default position would in present 
circumstances guarantee substantial 
parliamentary representation to Beppe 
Grillo’s Movimento Cinque Stelle (Five 
Star Movement - M5S) and make some 
form of multi-party coalition - perhaps 
a ‘grand coalition’ between the PD 
and Forza Italia - extremely probable. 
Such outcomes do not appeal to Matteo 
Renzi, who is far more hostile to any 
deal with M5S than was his predecessor 
as PD leader, Pier Luigi Bersani. 

The initial provisional agreement 
between Berlusconi and Renzi was 
largely based on the current Spanish 
electoral system (and referred to as the 


Tspanicum’). This has a combination of 
apparent proportionality and relatively 
small multi-member constituencies that 
in practice sets a very high threshold - 
outside regions with strong nationalist 
parties, such as Catalonia and the Basque 
country, it largely excludes smaller 
parties, as Izquierda Unida (United 
Left) has found to its cost. However, the 
necessity of gaining the agreement of 
Angelino Alfano’s Nuovo Centrodestra 
(New Centre-Right) meant that some 
modifications were essential and most 
mainstream commentators call the 
resultant system the ‘Italicum’ - even if 
more consistent opponents of Berlusconi 
have branded it the Caimanum. 1 

The proposed new electoral system, 
like the Pig Law, includes a majority 
premium. However, unlike the Pig Law, 
which did not specify a minimum vote 
share for the leading party or coalition to 
benefit from the premium, the strongest 
coalition has to get 37% of the vote 
before the majority premium comes into 
operation. This premium takes the form 
of a further 15%, giving the winning 
coalition 52% of the seats, a working 
majority. If that coalition receives more 
than 37%, the size of the premium 
decreases accordingly, so that the total 
never rises above 52%. In the event of 
no coalition winning more than 37%, 
there would be a second round of voting 
in which the two leading coalitions 2 
would compete to win the majority 
premium - a provision that owes more 
to France than to Spain. 

Undemocratic 

However, the majority premium is not 
the only undemocratic feature of the 
Italicum. Arguably, it is by no means 
the worst either. There are various 
provisions that tilt the system further 
in favour of the two biggest parties - 
the PD and Forza Italia. Small parties 
within a major coalition will need to 
get 4.5% of the vote in order to get 
parliamentary representation, whilst 
parties outside a coalition need 8%. 
Moreover, a coalition that does not get 
at least 12% is automatically excluded 
from parliamentary representation. 
The first two thresholds may well have 
been invented for Berlusconi’s benefit, 
so that small parties of the centre-right 
- for example, Alfano’s NCD - would 
have no alternative but to return to the 
fold to avoid the 8% barrier, but might 
still fail to reach the 4.5% threshold. 
Nonetheless, their votes would be 
included in the Berlusconi coalition’s 
share of the total vote needed for the 
majority premium. 

But the 12% rule for coalitions seems 
much more likely to have been a device 
of Renzi’s aimed against the radical 


left. In both the 2008 and 2013 general 
elections communists - both the Partito 
della Rifondazione Comunista (PRC) 
and the Partito dei Comunisti Italiani 
(PdCI) - were involved in electoral 
coalitions and, although both these 
cartels failed to cross a much lower 
4% barrier, Renzi is extremely anxious 
to eliminate any possibility of serious 
electoral competition to his left. He 
especially needs to dissuade any of his 
defeated internal opponents within the 
PD’s social democratic left wing, which 
he has systematically humiliated rather 
than tactfully conciliated, from breaking 
away and forming a cartel along the 
lines of the Front de Gauche in France. 

The PRC has publicly argued that the 
Italicum is even less democratic than the 
Acerbo law used in Mussolini’s 1924 
general election, under which the Partito 
Comunista d’ltalia obtained independent 
parliamentary representation with a 
much lower share of the vote than the 
Italicum would require of the PRC. Even 
some PD parliamentarians, by no means 
all on the party’s left, have pointed out 
that the 4.5% threshold might alienate 
its electoral partner, the soft-left Sinistra 
Ecologia Liberta (SEL) - a party with 
little chance of reaching even the 
lower threshold might feel inclined 
to conclude that it might as well lose 
with far more dignity and rather more 
votes by advancing an independent 
programme rather than acting as Renzi’s 
bag carriers and boosting the centre- 
left’s global total without getting any 
parliamentary seats in return. 

Another feature of the Italicum - 
resulting from its convoluted attempt 
to graft elements of the Spanish system 
onto something not that far removed 
from the outlawed Porcellum - is the 
existence of small, multi-member 
constituencies, whose votes are not 
counted on a genuinely territorial 
basis, constituency by constituency, 
but added up at the national level in a 
way that is totally at variance with the 
roughly equivalent systems in Spain or 
the Republic of Ireland. The reason for 
this utterly bizarre concoction is that 
the Consulta judgement specifically 
condemned very long national party lists 
as making it impossible for citizens to 
know who they are voting for. Renzi and 
Berlusconi have assumed that if party 
lists presented to the voters in individual 
constituencies are much shorter - perhaps 
half a dozen names for each party on 
the ballot paper - it can be argued that 
the voters will have a far better idea of 
who the rival candidates are. Behind this 
spurious faqade of giving the voters more 
choice, in reality both Berlusconi and 
Renzi want to ensure that they control 
the order in which candidates are placed 


on party lists, so that the loyalists are at 
the top and mavericks or potential rebels 
at the bottom. 3 

The individuals whose civil legal 
action was responsible for persuading 
the Consulta to assess the constitutional 
legitimacy of the Porcellum had wanted 
a return to the voter’s right to express 
a single preference for a candidate of 
their choosing within the party list - the 
system that operated between 1992 and 
2005. Both the NCD and the PD’s left 
wing are still in favour of restoring the 
single preference vote, but it currently 
seems unlikely that such a modification 
will be made during the Italicum’s 
passage through parliament. 

After years of inconclusive 
discussion about electoral reform, the 
Italicum has moved forward with great 
rapidity. The initial Renzi-Berlusconi 
agreement on January 18 was followed 
by the submission of the text of a 
new law to the constitutional affairs 
commission of the chamber of deputies 
with the backing of the PD, Forza Italia 
and the NCD on January 22. The full 
chamber then voted on the opposition 
objections to the law’s constitutionality 
on January 31. The law will return to the 
floor of the chamber for a discussion on 
its substance on February 11 and it is 
forecast that it will be approved by the 
end of this month. 

M5S antics 

The most vigorous objections to the 
Italicum in parliament have come 
from M5S, which rightly sees it as an 
attempt by Italy’s established parties 

- particularly the PD and Forza Italia 

- to sideline Grillo’s party, regarded 
as a bunch of interlopers in the 
parliamentary game. Consequently 
M5S has mounted a concerted 
campaign of disruption, not only 
employing filibustering tactics 
which almost inevitably provoked 
the use of a parliamentary guillotine 
by the speaker of the chamber 
of deputies, but also engaged in 
attempts at physical disruption of the 
commission proceedings. 

Most of these actions have numerous 
precedents in the far from peaceful or 
orderly methods adopted by the PCI’s 
parliamentarians against the Legge 
Truffa of 1953 4 and against Italy’s 
entry into Nato in 1949, as well as in 
the behaviour of the Radicals, the Lega 
Nord and others on a number of much 
more recent occasions. These precedents 
rather undermine the numerous articles 
by mainstream journalists in recent 
days branding M5S as a threat to 
parliamentary democracy purely on the 
basis of its somewhat rowdy behaviour 
in parliament over the last week or so. 


However, it has to be acknowledged 
that M5S’s descent into extremely crude 
misogyny has distracted attention from 
the substantive issue - the thoroughly 
regressive and undemocratic nature 
of the Renzi-Berlusconi electoral law 
- providing a convenient escape route 
for many centre-left commentators, 
who were initially far from happy with 
either Renzi’s very cordial meeting 
with Berlusconi on January 18 or the 
grotesque law that emerged from it. 5 
Massimo Felice De Rosa’s insult to the 
PD’s female deputies - “You are only 
here because you are good at giving 
blow jobs” - may well give rise to legal 
action and has got M5S a great deal of 
unfavourable publicity. 

Whilst it was initially assumed that 
Grillo and Gianroberto Casaleggio, 
the entrepreneur who edits Grillo’s 
blog, had intervened with the M5S 
parliamentarians to curb their verbal 
and physical excesses and to urge them 
to concentrate on a clause-by-clause 
demolition of the bill itself, Grillo has 
in fact fuelled the fire on his immensely 
popular blog. His rants against the 
speaker of the chamber, Laura Boldrini, 
for imposing the guillotine culminated 
in the posting of a video entitled: “What 
would happen if you found yourself 
alone in a car with Boldrini?”, which 
Boldrini herself saw as an “instigation 
to violence” by “potential rapists”. 
With good reason, since this unleashed 
a massive stream of threats to rape or kill 
her, which could have been very easily 
predicted by anybody as familiar with 
the dynamics of the internet as either of 
the M5S leaders, 6 even if one chooses, 
as did some M5S parliamentarians 
interviewed in the press, not to interpret 
Grillo’s posting as an implicit incitement 
to make such threats. 

However, whilst the violent 
misogyny of M5S should come as a 
surprise only to those who still persist 
in seeing these rightwing populists as 
part of the left, the most immediate 
danger to Italian democracy and any 
possibility of genuine working class 
political representation comes not 
from Grillo, but from the new lash- 
up between Renzi and Berlusconi. 
Their deal has been blessed by 
president Giorgio Napolitano and 
very reluctantly accepted by prime 
minister Enrico Letta, who is 
sufficiently lucid to know that overt 
resistance would only speed up his 
own political demise • 

Notes 

1. Berlusconi is often called ‘11 Caimano’, after a 
reptile of that name. Indeed leftwing film director 
Nanni Moretti once made a film called II Cai¬ 
mano, in which Berlusconi featured as a central 
character. 

2. It is, of course, possible that the run-off could 
be between either a centre-left or a centre-right 
coalition and M5S, which stands as a single party 
and rejects all alliances on principle. 

3. Older readers may remember that a similar 
issue arose over the Labour Party’s European 
election lists in 1999, provoking the minor split 
led by Ken Coates and Hugh Kerr. In the Italian 
context it should be stressed that the combination 
of multiple preference votes and proportional 
representation current until 1991 led to increased 
corruption, clientelism and personality-driven 
politics, especially amongst the Christian Demo¬ 
crats, so that cynicism about the motives of Renzi 
and Berlusconi should not be confused with an 
endorsement of a system whose record over four 
decades left a lot to be desired. 

4. This law would have given two-thirds of the 
seats in parliament to any coalition that got over 
50% of the vote. The law was passed, despite the 
PCI’s vigorous efforts to obstruct its passage, but 
in the event the Christian Democrats and their 
Liberal, Social Democratic and Republican allies 
narrowly failed to achieve their target in the 1953 
general election and the law was subsequently 
repealed. 

5. Even those journalists and political scientists 
who did not look to an idealised version of the 
Anglo-American ‘first past the post’ were far 
more attracted by the French or German electoral 
systems than by a modified Porcellum in Spanish 
dress. 

6. Grillo’s own conviction years ago for killing 
somebody in a car accident makes this particular 
posting seem spectacularly tasteless. 
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LEFT UNITY 


Reformulating principles, 
mapping out demands 

Saturday February 8 will see the launch meeting of Left Unity’s Communist Platform and is open to 
anyone who is, or wishes to be, a supporter: 12 noon to 5pm, Calthorpe Arms, 252 Grays Inn Road, 
London WC1 (nearest tube: Kings Cross) 

This will be the first opportunity for the Communist Platfonn to agree our aims and principles and discuss perspectives. The CPGB is putting forward a 
redrafted platform. The original version, to all intents and purposes inherited from the Socialist Platfonn, is clearly inadequate for our purposes. The new 
version is more pithy and is in effect designed to constitute our maximum programme. 

The CPGB has also submitted a whole raft of minimum demands - not least in view of Left Unity’s policy conference in March (Crime and punishment, 
Freedom of information, Healthcare, Housing and Pensioners have been left out from what follows for reasons of space. They, along with all proposed 
amendments can be found at communistplatform.org.uk). 

Naturally, the debates and decisions will be fully reported in this paper. 


Redrafted 

platform 

1. The Communist Platform is 
committed to building Left Unity 
as a socialist party, a party that 
seeks to bring about the end of 
capitalism and its replacement by the 
rule of the working class. 

2. Under socialism the means of 
production pass back into common 
ownership. Our ultimate aim is a 
society based on the principle, ‘From 
each according to their abilities; to 
each according to their needs’. A 
moneyless, classless, stateless society, 
within which each individual can 
develop their fullest individuality. 

3. The rule of the working class requires 
a state to defend itself, but a state that is 
withering away, a semi-state. 

4. Socialism and democracy are 
inseparable. Democracy is not just 
about casting votes. It is a process of the 
constant forming of ideas, and taking 
and carrying out decisions. Hence 
the need for the entire population to 
exercise control over every sphere 
of social life: the state and politics, 
work and the economy, international 
relations, etc. Without open discussion 
as a norm and the right to form 
platforms and oppositions democracy 
can only be formal. 

5. We reject the idea that the 
undemocratic regimes that existed in 
the former Soviet Union and other 
countries were socialist, or represented 
either the political rule of the working 
class or some kind of step on the road 
to socialism. 

6. Socialism is international or it is 
nothing. The victory of socialism in 
one or more country is only partial 
until the balance of forces has 
decisively tilted against capitalism. 
That means socialism must triumph 
in a tranche of advanced countries 
if it is not to suffer deformation and 
counterrevolution in one form or 
another. National revolutions are 
therefore best coordinated and where 
possible synchronised. 

7. Towards this end the working class 
should as a means of organisation and 
struggle use both parliamentary and 
extra-parliamentary means. 

8. All members of Left Unity who 
agree with these aims and principles 
are urged to join the Communist 
Platform. 

Winning the battle 
for democracy 

Capitalism creates the necessity 
amongst workers to engage in constant 
struggle. Even without the leadership 
of socialists class battles will occur, 
albeit at an elemental level. 

However, to liberate themselves 
workers must fight for the positive 
resolution of all social contradictions, 


first and foremost by winning the battle 
for democracy. 

Under capitalism democracy 
exhibits two sides. There is 
mystification, whereby the masses 
are reconciled to their exploitation and 
fooled into imagining themselves to be 
the sovereign power in society. On the 
other hand, there is the struggle to give 
democratic forms a new, substantive, 
content. This can only be achieved by 
the working class taking the lead in the 
fight to ensure popular control over all 
aspects of society. 

Hence, Left Unity does not 
counterpose democracy to socialism. 
Democracy is much more than voting 
every four or five years. Democracy is 
the rule of the people, for the people, 
by the people. To make that aspiration 
real necessarily means removing all 
judicial, structural and socio-economic 
restraints on, or distortions of, popular 
control from below. 

Left Unity stands for republican 
democracy. That means demanding: 

• Abolition of the monarchy and 
the House of Lords, and a single¬ 
chamber parliament with proportional 
representation, annual elections and 
MPs’ salaries set at the level of a 
skilled worker. 

• No to the presidential prime 
minister. End prime ministerial 
appointment of ministers and all other 
forms of prime ministerial patronage. 

• Disband MI5, MI6, special branch 
and the entire secret state apparatus. 

• For local democracy. Service 
provision, planning, tax raising, law 
enforcement and funding allocation 
to be radically devolved downwards 
as far as possible and appropriate: to 
ward, borough, city and county levels. 

European Union 

Left Unity opposes all programmes 
and demands for a British withdrawal 
from the European Union. By the 
same measure we oppose the EU 
of commissioners, corruption and 
capital. However, as the political, 
bureaucratic and economic elite has 
created the reality of a confederal EU, 
the working class should take it, not 
the narrow limits of the nation-state, as 
its decisive point of departure. 

The constituent national parts of 
the EU exhibit a definite commonality 
due to geography, culture, history, 
economics and politics. Put another 
way, the EU is not an empire kept 
together by force. Nor is it just a 
trading bloc. Far from capitalism 
pushing through what is objectively 
necessary - the unity of Europe - on 
the contrary, capitalism has held back 
European unification. 

For the working class that 
necessitates organising at an EU level: 
campaigns, trade unions, cooperatives, 
for the levelling up of working 
conditions and wages across Europe 


to the best status quo currently in force, 
and the fight for extreme democracy. 
Left Unity wants not a quasi- 



democratic, confederal EU, but a 
united Europe under the rule of the 
working class. 

• Abolish the EU commission. 
Abolish the council of ministers. 
Power to the EU parliament. 

• For a democratically controlled 
European Central Bank. 

• Towards indivisible European unity. 

Naturally, to the degree the working 

class extends its power over the EU 
it will exercise attraction for the 
oppressed peoples of Asia, Africa and 
Latin America. Such a bloc would 
be able to face down all threats and 
quickly spread the flame of universal 
liberation. 

The danger of war 

War is the continuation of politics 
by other, violent, means. War is a 
sustained conflict on an extended 
scale. War is the product of class 
society. War, and the potential for war, 
will only end with the ending of class 
society itself. 

Capitalism goes hand in hand 
with uneven development. Hence 
the constant pressure for a redivision 
of spoils. Rising ‘have not’ powers 
challenge the existing imperialist 
hierarchy and seek to offset their own 
problems at the expense of foreign 
rivals. When diplomacy and trade wars 
fail, military force decides. Trade blocs 
become military blocs. So imperialism 
means preparation for war. Peace is 
only a period of ceasefire. It is only 
the freezing of the division of spoils 
arrived at through war. 

After 1945 imperialism normalised 
high levels of production of the means 
of destruction. Popular support for 
military Keynesianism was garnered 
through anti-communism and 
competition with the Soviet Union. 
The cold war became a system of 
social control, east and west. 

Capitalism now possesses weapons 
capable of destroying human life across 
the whole planet. The struggle to end 


the danger of war by the working class 
is therefore a struggle for the survival 
of the human species. 

British imperialism has an 
unparalleled history of war and 
aggression in virtually every comer of 
the world. Though no longer the power 
it once was, large, well equipped 
armed forces are maintained in order to 
serve the interests of British capitalism 
abroad and at home. 

British capitalism is one of the 
world’s main weapons manufacturers 
and exporters. It has a vested interest in 
promoting militarism. Socialists stress, 
however, that the struggle against the 
military-industrial complex cannot be 
separated from the struggle against the 
profit system as a whole. 

Left Unity opposes all imperialist 
wars, military alliances and occupations. 
We also reject nuclear, biological and 
other such weapons of mass destruction 
as inherently inhuman. 

Peace cannot come courtesy of 
bodies such as the United Nations - an 
assembly of exploiters and murderers. 
It is the duty of socialists to connect the 
popular desire for peace with the aim 
of revolution. Only by disarming the 
bourgeoisie and through the victory of 
international socialism can the danger 
of war be eliminated. 

With global socialism the word 
‘war’ will become redundant. So will 
the word ‘peace’. The absence of 
war will gradually render obsolete its 
opposite, as humanity leaves behind 
its pre-history. 

Socialists are not pacifists. 
Everywhere we support just wars, 
above all revolutionary civil wars for 
socialism. Left Unity will therefore 
strive to expose the war preparations 
of the capitalist class, the lies of social- 
imperialists and illusions fostered by 
social-pacifism. 

Environment 

Nature is accorded no value by capital, 
which has but one interest - self¬ 
expansion. Capital has no intrinsic 
concern either for the worker or 
nature. Nature and the human being 
are nothing for capital except objects 
of exploitation. 

Over the last 100 years, and 
increasingly so, the exploitation of 
nature has resulted in unprecedented 
destruction. Countless species of 
plants and animals have been driven to 
extinction. Many more are endangered. 
Deforestation, erosion of top soil, 
spread of deserts, overfishing of seas 
and oceans and anthropogenic air and 
water pollution have grown apace. In 
third-world cities that means deadly 
smogs, chronic bronchitis, emphysema 
and asthma. Huge numbers have no 
proper sanitation facilities and no 
ready access to clean drinking water. 

Instead of cherishing the resources 
of nature there is plunder, waste, 


depletion and irresponsibility. Oil is 
criminally squandered through the 
car economy, huge areas of land are 
given over for growing biofuels, air 
travel booms, while public transport is 
typically neglected, and nuclear power 
is presented as the solution to global 
warming and the danger of runaway 
climate change. 

Left Unity rejects the claim that 
workers create all wealth under 
capitalism. There is also the wealth 
that comes from the labour of peasants, 
the petty bourgeoisie and middle class 
strata. Above that there is nature too. 

Working class power presents 
the only viable alternative to the 
destructive reproduction of capital. To 
begin with as a countervailing force 
within capitalism that pulls against the 
logic of capital. The political economy 
of the working class brings with it not 
only higher wages and shorter hours. It 
brings health services, social security 
systems, pensions, universal primary 
and secondary education ... and 
measures that protect the environment. 

As well as being of capitalism, the 
working class is uniquely opposed 
to capitalism. The political economy 
of the working class more than 
challenges capital. It points beyond: 
to the total reorganisation of society 
and with that the ending of humanity’s 
strained, brutalised and crisis-ridden 
relationship with nature. 

Our aim is not only to put a stop to 
the destruction of nature and preserve 
what remains. For the sake of future 
generations we must restore and where 
possible enhance the riches of nature. 

Against the destructive, wasteful and 
polluting logic of capital, Left Unity 
presents these immediate demands: 

• Free local and city-wide public 
transport. Nationalise the land. Tax 
polluters. Minimise carbon, methane 
and other such global warming gas 
outputs. 

• For sustainable development. For 
the re-establishment of an intimate 
connection between town and 
country, agriculture and industry, and 
a reversal of the trend to concentrate 
the population in London and south¬ 
east England. Work and domestic life 
should be brought closer together. 

• Concrete jungles, urban sprawl, 
huge farms and uninterrupted, 
industrialised agriculture are 
profoundly alienating and inhuman. 
Towns and cities should be full of 
trees, roof gardens, planted walls, 
allotments, wild parks and little farms. 

• Inshore seas must include wide 
non-fishing areas. The aim should be 
to fully restore marine life and thus 
create a sustainable fishing industry. 

• Where feasible there should be the 
re-establishment of forests, natural 
flood plains, marshes, fens and heath 
land. Extensive wilderness areas 
should be created in the countryside, 
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along with the reintroduction of the 
full array of native plants and animal 
species. 

Migrant workers 
and racism 

Large numbers of workers who have 
come from other countries live in 
Britain. Migration is often the result 
of poverty, lack of opportunity, war 
or persecution. 

Capital moves around the world 
without restriction. As a matter of 
principle Left Unity is for the free 
movement of people and against all 
measures preventing them entering 
or leaving countries. Simultaneously, 
we seek to end poverty, lack of 
opportunity, war and persecution 
everywhere. 

The bourgeoisie uses migrant 
workers, especially illegals, as worst 
paid labour. That is ensured through 
immigration laws and quotas, lack of 
security and police raids, detention 
centres and deportations. 

The capitalist state in Britain now 
has an official ideology of anti-racism. 
Of course, racism still exists, as does 
the national chauvinist consensus 
which champions British imperialism’s 
interests against foreign rivals and sets 
worker against worker. 

Migrant workers are not the 
problem. The capitalists who use 
them to increase competition between 
workers are. The reformist plea for 
non-racist immigration controls plays 
directly into the hands of our exploiters. 
It concedes the right of the state to bar 
workers from entering Britain. 

It is in the interest of all workers 
that migrant workers and ethnic 
communities are integrated. 
Assimilation is progressive as long as 
if is not based upon force. In order to 
encourage integration and strengthen 
the unity of the working class, the 
following demands are put forward: 

1. The right to speak and be educated 
in one’s own language. The right to 
conduct correspondence with the state 
in one’s own language. 

2. The right to learn English for all 
migrant workers and their families. 
Employers must provide language 
courses. 

3. The right to become citizens with 
full social and political rights for 
all workers who have resided in the 
country for six months. 

4. Fight all discrimination based on 
race, ethnicity or culture by state or 
private bodies. 

The national 
question 

1. As a general rule socialists do 
not want to see countries broken up 
into small nation-states. Ours is the 
revolutionary call for humanity to shed 
the flag-waving, imagined community 
of the nation-state. 

2. Socialists are the most consistent 
internationalists and unreservedly 
denounce any tactical pandering to, let 
alone attempts to exacerbate, national 
tensions. 

3. Socialists want a positive solution to 
the national question in the interests of 
the working class: that is, the merging 
of nations. That can only be achieved 
through democracy and the right of all 
to fully develop their own culture. 

4. Where national questions exist, 
Left Unity will fight to secure the 
right of nations to self-determination. 
Historically constituted peoples 
should be able to freely decide their 
own destiny. They can separate if they 
so wish. Thereby they can also elect 
to come together or stay together with 
others. 

5. The British nation evolved from 
the gradual bonding of the English, 
Welsh and Scottish. Drawn together 
over centuries by common political 
and economic experience, they now in 
the main possess a common language, 
culture and psychology. 

6. The birth of the British nation 


was a progressive development 
objectively. Nevertheless, because it 
was carried out under the aegis of a 
brutal absolutism it was accompanied 
by countless acts of violence and 
discrimination. 

7. As post-boom British imperialism 
was forced to turn inwards, and in 
the absence of a viable proletarian 
alternative, resistance in Scotland 
and Wales often took a national 
form. A mythologised past was 
deployed by nationalists, opportunists 
and Labourites alike to serve their 
nefarious purposes. 

8. Left Unity stands opposed to 
every form of Scottish and Welsh 
national narrow-mindedness. Equally 
we oppose every form of British/ 
English national chauvinism. Ideas 
of exclusiveness or superiority, 
national oppression itself, obscure 
the fundamental antagonism between 
labour and capital, and divert 
attention from the need to unite 
against the common enemy - the 
British capitalist state. 

9. While socialists defend the right of 
Scotland and Wales to secede, we do 
not want separation. Socialists want the 
closest union circumstances allow. That 
is why we stand for a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales. 

10. It is the proletarian-internationalist 
duty of socialists in Scotland and 
Wales to defend the right of the Scots 
and Welsh to remain with and achieve 
an even higher degree of unity with the 
English. Correspondingly socialists in 
England must be the best defenders 
of the right of Scotland and Wales to 
separate. That in no way contradicts 
the duty to advocate unity. 

11. Ireland is Britain’s oldest colony. 
In 1921 Ireland was dissected - a 
sectarian Six County statelet was 
created in order to permanently divide 
the Irish working class and perpetuate 
British domination over the whole 
island of Ireland. 

12. We socialists in Britain 
unconditionally support the right 
of the people of Ireland to reunite. 
Working class opposition to British 
imperialism in Ireland is a necessary 
condition for our own liberation - a 
nation that oppresses another can 
never itself be free. The struggle 
for socialism in Britain and national 
liberation in Ireland are closely 
linked. 

13. Socialists in Ireland likewise have 
internationalist duties. They must fight 
for the friendship between workers in 
Britain and Ireland and their speediest 
coming together. They must be 
resolute opponents of nationalism. 

Sexual freedom 

Gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, 
transgender people etc have often 
been scapegoated or persecuted. They 
are portrayed as threats to timeless 
religious values, sexual norms and the 
nuclear family - the basic economic 
unit of capitalist society. 

Bigoted attitudes divide the 
working class and aid those 
advocating the authoritarian state. The 
working class needs to be mobilised 
in order to defend and advance sexual 
freedom. 

Left Unity demands: 

1. Decriminalisation of all consensual 
sexual practices. End police and state 
harassment. 

2. Lesbian women and gay men 
should be accorded the same rights in 
society as heterosexuals: that is, state 
marriages, artificial insemination for 
lesbians, adoption and fostering. No 
discrimination in custody cases on the 
grounds of sexual orientation. 

3. No discrimination in any area of 
employment. 

4. Decriminalisation of prostitution 
so as to remove it from criminal 
control. For the self-organisation 
of prostitutes to improve their 
conditions. Prostitutes to be provided 
with special healthcare and other 
services to reduce the dangers they 
confront. Measures must be put in 


place to give prostitutes wider social 
opportunities. 

Trade union 
demands 

Trade unions limit competition 
between workers, thus securing a 
better price for labour-power. They 
represent a tremendous gain for the 
working class, drawing millions 
of workers into collective activity 
against employers. 

Of course, left to itself, trade 
union consciousness is characterised 
by sectionalism. At best trade union 
consciousness attempts to constantly 
improve the lot of workers within 
capitalism. At worst trade union 
consciousness degenerates into 
business unionism and sacrificing 
the interests of workers for the sake 
of capitalist competitiveness and 
profitability. 

Left Unity openly seeks to make 
trade unions into schools for socialism. 
We do this by always putting forward 
the general interest, by fighting for 
workers’ unity and by fully involving 
the rank and file in decision-making. 

Bargaining is a specialist activity. 
Consequently the trade unions need 
a layer of functionaries. However, 
due to lack of democratic control and 
accountability these functionaries 
have consolidated themselves into a 
conservative caste. 

The trade union bureaucracy is 
more concerned with amicable deals 
and preserving union funds than 
with the class struggle. Operating as 
an intermediary between labour and 
capital, it has a real, material interest 
in the continued existence of the wage 
system. 

Within the trade unions Left Unity 
will fight against bureaucracy by 
demanding: 

1. Trade unions must be free of any 
interference or control by the state or 
employer. 

2. No trade union official to be paid 
above the average wage of a worker 
in that particular union. 

3. All full-time trade union officials 
must be elected, accountable and 
instantly recallable. 

4. Workers should support trade union 
leaders only to the extent that they 
fight for the long-term interests of the 
working class as a whole. 

5. All-embracing workplace 
committees. Organise all workers, 
whatever their trade, whether or not 
they are in trade unions. Workplace 
committees should fight to exercise 
control over hiring and firing, 
production and investment. 

6. One industry, one union. Industrial 
unions are rational and enhance the 
ability of workers to struggle. 

7. Given the international nature of 
the capitalist system and the existence 
of giant transnational companies, 
trade unions also need to organise 
internationally. 

Women’s 

liberation 

Women are oppressed because of the 
system of exploitation and the division 
of labour. Women’s oppression has 
existed since the dawn of class society. 
Ending exploitation will mark the 
beginning of women’s emancipation. 
Therefore the struggle for both is 
interconnected. 

Women’s emancipation is not a 
question for women alone. Just as 
the abolition of class exploitation is 
of concern to female workers, so the 
emancipation of women is of concern 
to male workers. The struggle for 
socialism and the emancipation of 
women cannot be separated. 

Women carry the main burden of 
feeding babies, house management, 
supermarket buying, family cooking, 
child ferrying, etc, which is performed 
gratis. Given the ever increasing 
pressure on time, such work is often 
frantic, demoralising and allows no 


kind of rounded, cultural development. 

Advanced capitalism has created 
the material prerequisites for the 
liberation of women. However, women 
cannot be fully emancipated until the 
disappearance of the division of labour 
and without going beyond bourgeois 
right, which entails, ‘To each according 
to work done’. 

In Britain women have won or been 
granted formal equality with men. But 
the capitalist system makes a mockery 
of that. At work, at home, in trade 
unions, in official politics, in culture, 
in organised religion, women are still 
faced with inequality, discrimination 
or oppression. 

There has been a rapid increase in 
women’s participation in the economy. 
As a norm therefore women are 
exploited by capital as cheap wage 
workers and domestic slaves. Hence 
they suffer a double burden. 

Women have their own problems 
and demands. These demands, 
however, do not conflict with the 
demands of the working class: rather 
they reinforce them. 

Left Unity says: 

1. Turn formal equality into genuine 
equality. Socially, economically, 
politically and culturally there must 
be substantial equality. 

2. Open free, 24-hour creches 
and kindergartens to facilitate full 
participation in social life outside 
the home. Open high-quality 
canteens with cheap prices. Establish 
laundry and house-cleaning services 
undertaken by local authorities and 
the state. This to be the first step in the 
socialisation of housework. 

3. Fully paid maternity leave of 12 
months, which the mother can choose 
to take from up to three months 
before giving birth. The partner to 
be provided with six months’ fully 
paid paternity leave - three months 
of which should be compulsory - to 
encourage equality and bonding with 
the child. 

4. Free abortion and contraception on 
demand. 

5. Provision for either parent to be 
allowed paid leave to look after sick 
children. 

6. Maximum six-hour working day for 
all nursing mothers. 

7. Full support for women fleeing 
violence within the home. 

Working 

conditions 

Left Unity begins with what workers 
need, not what capitalism can afford. 
Therefore we demand: 

1. A maximum five-day working week 
and a maximum seven-hour day for 
all wage workers. Reduction of that 
to a four-day working week and a six- 
hour day for occupations which are 
dangerous or particularly demanding. 
The working day must include rest 
periods of not less than two hours. 

2. An uninterrupted weekly break of 
not less than 65 hours for all wage 
workers. 

3. Equal pay for equal work. 

4. Abolition of overtime in its present 
form. In the case of emergencies and 
other such eventualities overtime must 
be voluntary, for only short periods 
and with at least double pay. 

5. A minimum net wage to be set 
on the basis of what is needed by a 
worker and one child to lead a full life, 
participating materially and culturally 
in society. All benefits, pensions and 
student grants to at least match the 
minimum wage. 

6. A minimum of six weeks’ fully 
paid holiday leave during the year in 
addition to public holidays. 

7. Insurance and other such payments 
to be made entirely by the capitalists 
and the state. 

8. Occupational training for all 
workers to be a legal obligation for 
employers. 

9. Child labour to be illegal. For young 
people aged between 14 and 16, the 
working week should be limited to 


five days and the working day to no 
more than two hours. 

10. All industrial courts, arbitration 
panels, etc to be made up of at least 
50% elected workers’ representatives. 

11. All workers must have the right to 
strike and to join a trade union. 

Youth and 
education 

Youth are used as cheap labour, 
sexually policed and blamed for social 
decay. The system also exploits youth 
as consumers. Every ideal, every 
artistic talent is judged in terms of 
generating artificial needs. There are 
many who reject the twisted values 
of the system. But in despair this 
often turns to nihilism and escapism 
- themselves turned into commodities 
by capitalism. 

Youth are at the sharp end of capitalist 
decline. Young workers are in general 
less likely to be protected by trade 
union membership. Homelessness, 
unemployment and sexual abuse are 
greatly disproportionate amongst the 
young. 

The education system is a vitally 
important site of struggle. Secondary 
education is narrow, unimaginative 
and obsessively focused on targets 
and exams. Official schemes for 
unemployed youth are notoriously 
mediocre, designed more to massage 
government statistics than equip young 
workers with the skills they need for a 
worthwhile future. 

Higher education is increasingly 
designed to suit the commercial 
interests of employers - university 
courses included. This sector churns 
out the next generation of skilled 
workers. Elite universities specialise 
in the reproduction of the upper-middle 
and ruling classes. Not surprisingly, 
here something like a proper education 
is on offer. 

The following demands are of 
crucial importance for youth: 

1. Compulsory education up until 
the age of 16 and from then on 
within a fully democratic system. 
Secondary education should be 
of a polytechnical nature. That is, 
rounded to include technical and 
personal skills, as well as scientific, 
social, historical and artistic subjects. 
Tertiary education should be a right, 
not a privilege. Abolish student fees. 
Everyone should be encouraged 
to develop themselves and their 
intellectual and critical abilities to 
the fullest degree. 

2. For academic freedom in teaching 
and research. 

3. Students over the age of 16 should 
receive grants set at the level of the 
minimum wage. 

4. No state funding, charitable status 
or tax breaks for religious and private 
schools and colleges. 

5. Provision of housing/hostels for 
youth to enter of their own choice for 
longer or shorter periods when they 
lose their parents or choose to leave 
them. 

6. The right of every young person 
on leaving education to a job, proper 
technical training or full benefits. 

7. Remove all obstacles to the 
participation of youth in social life. 
Votes and the right to be elected from 
the age of 16. 

8. The provision of a broad range of 
sports and cultural centres under the 
control of representatives elected by 
youth. 

9. Abolish age-of-consent laws. We 
recognise the right of individuals to 
enter into the sexual relations they 
choose, provided this does not conflict 
with the rights of others. Alternative 
legislation to protect children from 
sexual abuse. 

10. The extensive provision of 
education and counselling facilities 
on all sexual matters, free from 
moralistic judgement, is an essential 
prerequisite to enable youth to develop 
themselves in all areas of sexuality 
and reproduction • 





iveeHiy- s~*<. 

February 6 2014 996 Worker 

LABOUR 


Democracy versus patronage 

The stench of leader loyalty hangs over the Collins proposals to ‘mend’ Labour’s trade union link, writes 
Stan Keable of Labour Party Marxists 


L ord Collins’s proposals, to be 
put before delegates to Labour’s 
March 1 special conference, will 
not end the party’s trade union link, as 
the Blairite Progress faction would like, 
but they are the thin end of the wedge, 
and should be rejected outright. They 
have nothing to do with transforming 
Labour into a genuine party of the 
working class, for socialism rather than 
the illusion of‘responsible capitalism’. 

Where we need to break the 
domination of the union and party 
bureaucracy over the workers’ 
movement, Collins’s proposals are a 
rotten compromise made behind our 
backs - leaving the bureaucracies 
in control. Effective defence of 
the link requires a thoroughgoing 
democratisation and politicisation of 
both party and unions, and a fight to 
win all trade unions and all socialist 
organisations to affiliate to the party, 
making Labour a permanent united 
front of the whole class. 

Although, under the proposals, trade 
unions at present affiliated will retain 
their 12 guaranteed seats on the national 
executive committee and their 50% 
vote at conference, as insisted upon 
by Unite in its December submission 
to Collins, the five-year transition to 
‘opting in’ will do its work of culling the 
affiliated membership (and affiliation 


fees), setting the scene for a further 
undermining of the collective political 
input of trade unionists. 

The proposal is that, from the end of 
2014, new union members who wish 
to have part of their union dues paid to 
the party will have to opt in, rather than 
being automatically affiliated with the 
right to opt out. Existing Labour Link 
members will have to opt in within five 
years if they wish to continue paying 
the political levy to Labour. Then, 
those affiliated members who wish 
to participate in Labour Party matters 
can choose to be “associate members” 
of the party, and get to vote in party 
leader and deputy leader elections, 
among other things. Levy payers who 
do not choose to become associate party 
members will lose their present right 
to vote. Significantly, the party will 
have direct contact with the associate 
members, not via their trade union as 
at present. 

According to Jon Lansman, 
proposals “seen as the basis for ... 
agreement between Ed Miliband and 
the trade unions” were circulated for 
discussion by the Campaign for Labour 
Party Democracy. The CLPD proposals 
involved “Meeting Ed Miliband’s 
aspiration” to impose individual 
opting in to affiliated membership, 
and “Meeting trade union aspirations 


for a continuing collective voice in 
the affairs of the party they founded, 
and sustainable levels of voting and 
representation.” 1 However a February 
3 blog comment by CLPD secretary 
Peter Willsman clearly condemns the 
opting in system: 

In 1927, as a vindictive response to 
the General Strike, the Tories brought 
in opting in, in order to weaken 
the Labour Party and undermine 
the influence within the LP of the 
organised working class. In 1946 
the Labour government repealed this 
anti-working class legislation. The 
Tories have always wanted to bring 
it back and, no doubt, so have many 
in the misnomer organisation which 
calls itself‘Progress’. Sadly, what is 
being proposed is closer to the Tories 
in 1927 than Labour in 1946. CLPD 
will be sending a critique to CLPs, 
with suggestions (to be sent to Ed) 
that would make the proposals less 
of a gift for ‘Progress’. But, if the 
sham ‘consultation’ is anything to 
go by, Ed has a tin ear. 2 

In my view, the right to opt out of 
the union’s political fund is a legally 
imposed right to scab, which should be 
overthrown, along with all anti-trade 
union laws. 


The whole process of the Collins 
review has been an insult to democracy, 
to rank-and-file party members and 
trade unionists, and to the NEC. After 
13 years of tolerating the packing 
of constituency selection meetings 
by Progress, a shadowy rightwing 
organisation heavily funded by Lord 
Sainsbury, Ed Miliband used the Tory 
media frenzy over Unite’s mobilisation 
of trade unionists in Falkirk to announce 
his project to refashion the party - 
without first consulting the NEC, which 
had to play catch-up. Then, instead of 
submitting concrete proposals to annual 
conference, the “spring conference” 
was announced to pre-date and 
circumvent the annual autumn trade 
union conferences, removing their 
opportunity to debate the proposals and 
submit their own alternatives. 

Collins, in his “interim report”, then 
invited submissions along the lines of 
‘How do you think we can fulfil Ed’s 
vision?’, up to the Christmas Eve 
deadline, after which he could cherry- 
pick the suggestions he (or Miliband) 
prefers. Party organisations and 
affiliates met for collective discussion, 
but with no concrete proposals before 
them which they could amend. When 
the Collins report was finally circulated 
to the NEC immediately before its 
February 4 meeting, it did not even 


contain a summary of the content of 
the submissions. What did the party tell 
Collins? We do not know. 

So why don’t NEC members speak 
out against this travesty of democracy? 
Jon Lansman explains: “If you follow 
LabourList, you will have seen in 
recent days arguments from front¬ 
benchers on right and left who are 
privately unhappy about key aspects 
of the Collins proposals as to why you 
should nevertheless back them. Be not 
persuaded by the arguments ritually 
presented by those who depend on 
the patronage of the leader! This is 
not free expression! This is merely a 
requirement of their position.” 3 

So there is another item for the 
CLPD to tack on to its list of demands 
aimed at democratising the party: 
Abolish the post of leader, and let us 
apply some republican democracy to 
the party: eg, all officials electable and 
recallable; all officials on a skilled 
worker’s wage • 

Notes 

1. ‘Labour’s reshuffle - and what it means for 
party reform’ Left Futures October 8: www.leftfu- 
tures.org/2013/10/labours-reshuffle-and-what-it- 
means-for-party-reform. 

2. ‘Seven reasons to be wary of the Collins pro¬ 
posals’ Left Futures February 3: www.leftfutures. 
org/2014/02/seven-reasons-to-be-wary-of-the- 
collins-proposals. 

3. Ibid. 


Another Blairite collaborator 


W e must confess a certain 
admiration for Michael 
Gove, in spite - or perhaps 
because - of his unreconstructed, 
high-church Toryism. Surrounded 
on the front benches (government 
and opposition) by the blandest 
crop of nonentities ever bred in a 
Westminster Petri dish, there he is. 
Gangly, bluffly condescending to 
his opponents and rolling out all the 
authoritarian cliches of the 1950s, 
the education secretary is the greatest 
throwback in the house; it is as if 
Alan B’Stard, of that old Rik Mayall 
vehicle, The New Statesman, had 
possessed the body of a provincial 
Edwardian schoolmaster. 

Inevitably, he has a habit of 
getting himself into hot water, 
starting as he meant to go on in 2010 
with the Building Schools for the 
Future debacle, where the unilateral 
axing of the Labour refurbishment 
programme left many schools in 
limbo. His calls for ex-servicemen to 
go into schools, to provide a strong, 
masculine presence in the classroom, 
raised a few eyebrows. His recent 
statement that World War I has a 
bad image basically because of 
communist propaganda brought forth 
eye-rolling responses even from as 
fanatical a Tory as Niall Ferguson. 

He is now carrying the can for 
the fate of Office for Standards 
in Education (Ofsted) chair Sally 
Morgan - sorry, Baroness Morgan 
of Huyton, ennobled thus for her 
services to political cronyism. 
Morgan, having discovered that 
her three-year contract would not 
be renewed, has launched an attack 
on the government for replacing 
‘independent’ bureaucrats at agencies 
like Ofsted and the Arts Council 
with loyal Tories. She stresses 
that it is not simply about people, 
like her, who have some notional 
affiliation to the Labour Party - but 
simply anyone who is not in the back 
pocket ofNolO. 

She insists on Cameron as the 
source of this “worrying pattern”, 
rather than Gove, about whom she 


has nothing bad to say at all. This 
is slightly peculiar, given that it 
is, after all, Gove who is in charge 
of her employment status; even if 
he was under heavy manners from 
Cameron’s circle to ditch Morgan, 
the very least that could be said is 
that he stabbed her in the back. 

Credence, of a sort, is lent 
to Morgan’s accusations by the 
support of David Laws, the Liberal 
Democrat schools minister (and 
thus Gove’s underling). His party 
seem to be taking the Labour side, 
broadly speaking, in this quarrel. 

We still cannot take it too seriously 
- it appears to be Lib Dem policy to 
make gestures towards independence 
from the Tories, in order to prevent 
the likely whitewash they face in 
2015. 

This has, in one sense, all 
the hallmarks of an insignificant 
Westminster village spat - 
Morgan’s disgruntlement has been 
opportunistically seized upon by 
various politicians to embarrass the 
Tories. There have been attempts 
to hang all manner of agendas on 
this affair, not least deputy Labour 
leader Harriet Harman, for whom 
the story is rather ludicrously about 
purging women from these positions, 
rather than political cronyism - “it’s 
raining men” at Conservative central 
office, apparently. (Whatever else 
one might hurl at Cameron, he has 
made a serious effort to ‘broaden 
the image’ of the Tories with 
the regulation politically correct 



tokenism.) Sooner or later, this storm 
in a teacup will politely blow over. 

Rather, this is yet another 
reminder of the complete political 
hollowness of contemporary 
bourgeois politics. We feel nothing 
but indifference on the matter of who 
exactly heads up the vile Ofsted. 
What we want to know is this: what 
on earth is Sally Morgan doing with 
the Labour whip? 

This is a woman, remember, with 
no reported disagreements with 
Michael Gove, whose latest bright 
idea is to return to ‘traditional’ 
school punishments like litter¬ 
picking and writing lines. We all 
know he really wants the return 
of the cane. Morgan is a fanatical 
supporter of Gove’s free schools 
programme, and thus about as 
compromised a ‘regulator’ of 
schools - for whom Ofsted failure, in 
these dire times, will mean closure 
or forced academisation - as it is 
possible to imagine. 

She can be added to the list of 
Labour traitors, along with Alan 
Milbum, the Trotskyist-tumed- 
Blairite who has bounced around 
the coalition in various advisory 
positions; Frank Field, a virulent 
reactionary who became Cameron’s 
‘poverty tsar’, among others. Their 
treachery is hardly surprising, of 
course, given the toxic legacy of 
Blairism, but still. 

An awful lot of people will have 
to be unceremoniously ejected from 
the Labour Party before it will be in 
any way useful to the working class, 
but any principled leftwing challenge 
to the Labour machine ought to 
make a point of expelling this sorry 
crew first. Milburn and Field front 
up assaults on the welfare state that 
will drive thousands, if not millions, 
into penury and worse. 

As for Morgan, a teacher’s son 
t like me knows her contribution 
L only too well. Ofsted haunts 
I schools like a vengeful ghost. 

Teachers attempt to anticipate 
the inspectors’ ‘random’ 
arrivals using various 


hunches and fragments of street 
wisdom, but it is no good. The 
inspection is announced, and then 
two days are wasted frantically 
turning the school into a perfect little 
Potemkin village. 

When times are (relatively) 
good, and the school is deemed 
by various meaningless metrics to 
be ‘successful’, this is a stressful 
process. When times are not so good 
(and especially now, with Gove 
and his minions gleefully hacking 
away at the state school system), the 
atmosphere in the staff room starts to 
resemble Anne Frank’s attic. 

Exactly what use this is to school 
kids is anyone’s guess. Ofsted, 
moreover, is merely the first pillar 
of what has become a singularly 
bizarre technocratic-bureaucratic 
superstructure crushing the life 
out of education. The obsession 
with standardised testing (Gove 
wants to start testing at ag e four), 
league tables - all point to an 
organised distrust of teachers among 
the Whitehall and Westminster 
establishment. 

The inevitable effect on the 
ground is to strengthen the hand of 
bland management types whose only 
imperative is to game the system. 
Subjects that do not contribute to 
better GCSE results are run down. 
Every reconfiguration of the criteria 
of ‘success’ leads to entire layers of 
the student population being ignored 
as a matter of policy, because they 
are not the kids whose success will 
bump people up the tables. 

This obsessive standardisation has 
the effect of deforming the education 
system into a form of punishment. 
Gove want to force delinquents to 
write lines, Bash Street style; but 
frankly, a good deal of the learn- 
by-rote, test-driven curriculum 
amounts to the same thing. Students 
and teachers alike are uninspired by 
a process that serves neither: only 
management and Whitehall wonks 
benefit. Teachers then naturally see 
their role becoming more and more 
like that of a prison guard, holding 


bored youths in a pen so they do 
not get into trouble outside. (That 
teachers do manage to do some 
actual education, in spite of all this, 
is some kind of testament to the 
indomitability of the human spirit; 
Ofsted and the like deserve no credit 
whatsoever.) 

For the front benches of the 
Commons, of course, all this is 
a win-win situation. If schools 
are seen to ‘improve’, according 
to massaged statistics, then the 
government takes the credit. If 
they ‘fail’, the government - and its 
bureaucratic appendages - have free 
rein to impose whatever hare-brained 
policy they like by taking direct 
control. The policy du jour - as it has 
been since early in the Blair years 

- is privatisation, whether through 
academies or free schools. 

Morgan is, if anything, more 
implicated in this state of affairs 
even than Gove. She got her titles 
and baubles through being a close 
(unelected) advisor to Tony Blair, 
whose government started the 
league tables, and the academies, 
and fannied around with school 
assessment criteria to the point that 
they became a running joke. Until 
now, her work has continued with 
her new best friend - Gove. Now that 
she is out on her ear, communists can 
regret only that her replacement will 
no doubt be even worse. 

Our vision for education, naturally, 
is vastly different to the shambles 
forced on recalcitrant kids and 
increasingly disillusioned teachers. 
Michael Gove says he would be 
happy to have a “revolutionary 
communist” in charge of Ofsted, so 
long as they were competent. We 
would not take it, Michael: Ofsted 
should be closed, and the Byzantine 
educational bureaucracy shredded. 

At the centre of a rational education 
system is the teacher and the student 

- meaningful control must be handed 
over to them • 

Paul Demarty 

paul.demarty@weeklyworker.org.uk 
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Standing on the same day ... thoroughly soiled politics 

Looking over its shoulder 

Daniel Harvey reports on Tusc’s local election conference 


O n February 1 the Trade Unionist 
and Socialist Coalition held a 
conference in preparation for its 
intervention in the May local elections 
in England. Tusc plans to put forward 
625 candidates in order to contest 15% 
of the total seats and thus qualify for an 
election broadcast - and hopefully gain 
“reasonable coverage” in the media. 

In one sense this ambitious target 
represents a welcome change from 
the earlier policy, when candidates 
proposed by the Communist Party of 
Great Britain were rejected by Tusc 
because of our lack of a “social base” 
(of course, it is a perfectly valid tactic 
to stand in elections in order to gain a 
“social base”) or the candidate’s lack 
of a “proven local record”. Yet now 
it is virtually a question of ‘anyone 
willing to stand’. 

The previous line, combined with 
the fact that Tusc virtually closes 
down between elections, meant that 
Tusc was destined to remain a non¬ 
entity - who has heard of it? Justifiably 
the Independent Socialist Network, 
which produced a bulletin entitled 
‘Elections are not enough’ for the 
event, claimed that Tusc has “stalled” 
and “stagnated”. 1 In reality, Tusc is a 
flimsy electoral front for the Socialist 
Party of England and Wales, which 
has also ‘enjoyed’ a minimal degree 
of support from the Socialist Workers 
Party - in the handful of seats where 
the candidate is an SWP member. As a 
result it has no local structure - and no 
real existence - outside election time. 

The only time when there was a 
risk of real political debate breaking 
out at the 200-strong conference was 
over these questions - and that was 
only because the ISN brought them 
up. These interventions by the ISN 
came relatively late in the afternoon 
session from Will McMahon and 
Pete McLaren after SPEW speakers 
had criticised the ISN bulletin. At 
the moment, Tusc is dominated by 
SPEW, and about three-quarters of 
the candidates so far announced are 
members of that group. The SWP’s 
presence was restricted to about half 
a dozen comrades, I would estimate, 
including a rather tired looking Charlie 


Kimber, who sat at the SWP stall 
throughout the day - except when he 
intervened from the floor, that is. 

What was odd about the ISN 
position was that Will McMahon 
made a great deal out of the fact that 
he was not calling for a system of 
‘one member, one vote’, and actually 
defended the idea of keeping the Tusc’s 
much-lauded ‘federal structure’ in 
place - albeit with the modification that 
there should be some kind of semi¬ 
permanent existence on the ground. 
This was clearly a softer position 
than the ISN upholds in its published 
material, where it calls on Tusc to start 
acting like a united party - perhaps 
it was meant to appeal to the RMT, 
the only union officially supporting 
the coalition. For SPEW the federal 
structure is essential for it to maintain 
its veto - in the unlikely event that 
the SWP began to seriously mobilise 
within Tusc, for instance. SPEW did 
not take kindly to being outvoted by 
the SWP in the Socialist Alliance. 

Interventions from SPEW 
members were on the whole the usual 
monotonous, tub-thumping stuff. On 
the question of structure, they seemed 
quite baffled by the ISN proposals. 
Comrade Sue from Gloucester, for 
instance, said that branches were 
totally unnecessary, because in most 
places, including where she lived, the 
Tusc branch and the SPEW branch 
would be the same. But comrade 
Jared, a speaker assigned by the SPEW 
to take on the arguments in the ISN 
bulletin, was more diplomatic: the ISN 
position was “premature”, he said. 

Comrade Kimber in his intervention 
trotted out all the usual buzz phrases - 
Tusc is a “beacon of resistance” for the 
“people in defiance”, and “a breath of 
fresh air, not an old party”. For those 
who have been through all the ‘left 
unity’ projects over the last 15 years 
this is a fairly depressing claim, but, 
as the ISN comrades pointed out, an 
organisation that has adopted ‘Left 
Unity’ as its name has now stepped 
into the breach on this front, so it is 
difficult to see what either the SPEW 
or SWP leaders expect Tusc to achieve. 

At the moment the political 


consciousness of SPEW and SWP 
members is limited by their experience 
in their own sect - a disciplined, unified 
party is assumed to be one where 
agreement with, rather than simple 
acceptance of, a common programme 
is necessary. So any attempt to turn 
Tusc into a party would be futile - 
either that or the result would be a 
carbon copy of the SWP or SPEW. 

Comrade Patricia of SPEW made 
this point explicit by telling the ISN 
that if it was no longer willing to be 
the recognised representative of Tusc 
‘independents’, then an “alternative 
arrangement” would have to be found. 
Comrade McMahon interpreted this 
afterwards as an organisational threat. 2 
Nina Franklin of the steering committee 
attacked the ISN as irresponsible for 
commenting on the lack of any Tusc 
local activity and complaining that 
the organisation has no membership 
structure and indeed no members. 

Loyal opposition 

The actual vision of the (federal) mass 
party put forward by SPEW speakers 
was, of course, that of a Labour Party 
mark two. Clive Heemskerk, Tusc 
national election agent and platform 
speaker in the afternoon session, 
compared Tusc to the early Labour 
Representation Committee, which 
he described as also being a federal 
arrangement, but one that managed 
to evolve in the “right direction”. 
That comment left a minority rolling 
their eyes. For comrade Heemskerk 
the Tusc name must be a “political 
franchise” - he even mentioned 
McDonalds as a comparison - where 
individuals from any or no political 
background could adopt the Tusc 
logo provided they agreed with its 
programme against austerity. 

But Dave Nellist, the chair and 
nominal leader of Tusc who is 
campaigning to regain his council 
seat in Coventry, undermined the 
logic of this approach by banging 
on about the compromises made by 
“her majesty’s loyal opposition”. 
Would a Labour Party mark two be 
any different? Of course, ever since 
SPEW’s predecessor, the Militant 


Tendency, was booted out of mark 
one in the 80s, Labour ceased to be a 
bourgeois workers’ party and became 
a purely capitalist formation. 

However, the attempts of the 
Labour right to finally de-labourise 
Labour by weakening and eventually 
severing its links to the unions serves 
as an adequate political pretext for the 
imagined replacement. But the idea 
that Labour has not always been a 
“loyal opposition” since its formation 
is frankly bizarre. Was it not being 
a loyal opposition by encouraging 
workers to sign up to the ‘British 
war effort’ in 1914-18? Or when it 
betrayed the 1926 General Strike? Or 
when Ramsay MacDonald headed the 
National Government alongside the 
Conservatives in 1931? 

The defensive nature of Tusc, 
campaigning purely against austerity 
on a local level, was a point taken up 
by some speakers, who wanted to see it 
adopt an active programme to improve 
the lives of workers. But when a young 
SPEW comrade advocated this, it did 
not go any further than the extension of 
local services and the winning of better 
conditions - nothing approaching 
a programme for socialism. The 
limited schema of ‘No to austerity!’, 
combined with the commitment to a 
federal alliance and the desire not to 
scare off the RMT leadership, make 
that impossible. 

But this claustrophobic framework 
had some ludicrous side-effects, with 
comrade Heemskerk suggesting that a 
‘no’ vote in the Scottish independence 
referendum would be seen as an 
“endorsement of austerity”, and 
therefore definitely a bad idea. The 
implication is that the working class 
cannot walk and chew gum at the same 
time. We cannot oppose austerity and 
separatism simultaneously. Yet our 
attitude to Scottish independence is 
obviously a serious question in its own 
right: as a principle, socialists do no 
support the bifurcation of the class 
along national lines and the increase 
in attacks on English and Scottish 
minorities on both sides of the border 
makes support for a ‘yes’ vote seem 
irresponsible, to say the least. 


But what about the fact that Tusc 
will not contest the European elections, 
which now seem certain to be held on 
the same day (May 22) as the local 
elections? (The government is pushing 
an order through parliament to move 
the council poll date from May 1.) 
The Euro elections are, of course, the 
preserve of the left nationalist No2EU, 
supported by the RMT, the Morning 
Star’s Communist Party of Britain and 
SPEW. But leaving the field clear for 
No2EU hardly sits easily alongside the 
attempt to put Tusc on the map. 

The No2EU website, by the way, 
currently features an article entitled 
‘Germany backs fascist uprising in 
Ukraine’, complete with a link to a Brian 
Denny article in the Morning Star? 

Left Unity 

Conspicuous by its absence at the 
conference was any discussion on 
Left Unity, which is clearly attempting 
to become a left party based on 
individual membership. While its 
meetings are hardly overflowing, it 
is clear that LU has got some legs, 
at least in the short term - more than 
1,400 people have signed up. Tusc, on 
the other hand, does not exist between 
elections and is totally unable to 
break out of the political cul-de-sac 
where SPEW’s and the SWP’s lack of 
ambition keeps it. 

Yet in passing remarks from the top 
table on this subject you would think 
that Tusc is completely outstripping 
LU. Comrade Nellist, referring to the 
unlikelihood that Left Unity will put 
forward candidates of its own in May, 
was adamant that “We can’t move with 
the slowest wagon!” 

I suspect that the move by SPEW to 
go for hundreds of Tusc candidates is in 
part a response to the emergence of Left 
Unity, which is attempting to occupy 
pretty similar territory to what SPEW 
has in mind for its “new mass party” • 

Notes 

1. www.independentsocialistnetwork.org/2014/01/ 
tusc-conference-bulletin. 

2. www.independentsocialistnetwork.org/2014/02/ 
fost-thoughts-about-the-tusc-local-elections-confer- 
ence-elections-are-not-enough-will-mcmahon-isn. 

3. www.tuaeuc.org/no2eu-wp/?page_id=494. 
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ART 


Postmodernism, fetishism and Marxism 

Libertarianism is no substitute for a Marxist critique, writes Rex Dunn, as the ‘racist chair’ controversy 
continues to rage 



El Lissitzky: Untitled, 1920 


I n his article, ‘Bondage and bigotry’ 
(January 30), Paul Demarty leaves 
me “bemused” - just as he was 
by recent events in the International 
Socialist Network. Demarty appears 
to substitute a libertarian argument for 
a Marxist one on the subject of art and 
fetishism and its broader implications. 
This is because he chooses to engage 
- uncritically - with a still pervasive 
postmodern discourse. 

As an art theory, the latter seeks 
to justify the neo-dadaist’s desire 
to shock people; not as a means to 
critique bourgeois art-for-art’s-sake, 
but in order to inflate the value of 
such ‘work’ as exchange value. This 
replaces aesthetic value or the intrinsic 
worth of the art object as a thing-in- 
itself, which then has the possibility to 
distance itself from prosaic reality, as a 
means to critique the latter in its own 
terms. (Hence it is easier to justify as 
art objects modernist works as diverse 
as Matisse’s idyllic paintings or 
Heartfield’s political photomontages.) 
Whereas the problem with a lot of 
contemporary art is that the individual 
work is short on both creativity and 
aesthetic labour; therefore it is not 
able to stand in its own right - ie, 
as an autonomous art object; it can 
function equally well as a ready-made 
commodity; its status is enhanced by 
the use of shock effects. This is one 
reason why a lot of contemporary art is 
regarded as an exchange value, beloved 
of Russian oligarchs et al (at least as 
long as these shock effects remain 
potent; the problem is that sooner or 
later they become passe; hence it loses 
its market value, as Damien Hirst has 
discovered in recent years). At the 
same time, ‘art works’ such as Hirst’s 
pickled animals or Allen Jones’s Chair 
(see below), require a lot of labour on 
the part of the art theorist/critic in order 
to justify their existence in aesthetic/ 
intellectual terms. 

Postmodernism may be described as 
the fag-end of modernism, which ends 
up in the camp of subjective idealism 
and full-blown obscurantism. It is a 
reflection of the ubiquitous spread of 
commodity fetishism, which is the 
hallmark of an increasingly obscene 
late capitalism. In objective terms 
the role of postmodernist theory is to 
provide an intellectual fig leaf for a 
decadent bourgeoisie, however flimsy. 

Therefore, as a Marxist, I am 
obliged to take issue with Demarty’s 
article. To this end, I have divided 
my critique into three main areas of 
disagreement. Firstly, he blurs the 
distinction between art (which by 
its very nature is ambiguous) and 
discourse (which is unambiguous 
or should be!) Secondly, like the 
Russian avant garde in the 1920s, 
he adopts a sectarian - authoritarian 
- attitude towards any criticism of 
the contemporary art scene. By so 
doing he resorts to the methodology 
of slander, such as describing any 
critique of, say, art depicting aspects 
of BDSM as ‘reactionary’ and even 
worse. Thirdly - and most importantly 
- he fails to realise that the whole 
question of fetishism sits uneasily (to 
say the least) with Marx’s theory of 
alienation, which has its origins in his 
early writings and is fully developed 
in Capital. 

Art and discourse 

Demarty informs us that “The main 
thrust of Jones’s sculptures is a 
playful reference to the fetish and 
BDSM scene ... the pieces are bound 
up ... with the contemporary ‘sexual 
revolution’.” That “the use of humans 
as furniture ... is a documented sexual 
fetish, known as forniphilia”. He then 
defers to The Guardian's, art critic, 


Jonathan Jones, who suggests that the 
sculptor, Bjarne Melgaard, “in making 
the [woman depicted as furniture] 
black, means to retoxify the art of 
Allen Jones, to offend people with an 
image long accepted. The intention is 
the opposite of racist: it is to question 
power and representation. Are you 
offended by this black woman’s 
abuse? Then why is it OK for white 
women to be similarly humiliated in 
a respected pop art icon in the Tate 
collection?” Indeed! 

Demarty’s logic seems to be: 
question one form of abuse by 
replacing it with another. That’s 
OK! Continuing with his theme 
of white, privileged, middle class 
artists’ obsession with the “sexual 
revolution” and race themes, he 
moves onto American photographer 
Robert Mapplethorpe’s images of 
naked black men as sexual objects 
- for the delectation of others: Now 
“blackness itself is the fetish which 
is somehow more troubling than 
the enjoyment of inflicting and 
receiving pain [?]. Mapplethorpe’s 
black nudes - which are technically 
impeccable [no argument there!] and, 
yes, hot [!] - trouble our complicated 
consciousness of race because they 
make explicit its link to the murky 
imperatives of human sexuality” [!]. 
Melgaard’s sculpture crudely beats 
one over the head with this problem, 
and its relationship to racism is 
problematic (in the way that Ku Klux 
Klan propaganda is not).” 

Demarty’s problem here is that he 
fails to acknowledge the fact that one 
cannot compare political discourse - 
either from the left or the right - which 
is unambiguous - with art, which is 
always ambiguous. As a result, in the 
case of Melgaard’s and Mapplethorpe’s 
respective works, they are in danger of 
merely reinforcing racism and sexism, 
especially among those who might see 
these works, but have not got the time, 
inclination or expertise to read the 
voluminous texts that must accompany 
them as a sort of health warning for 
the minority who are familiar with 
postmodern discourse. 

Demarty is at least prepared to 


admit that Melgaard’s Chair is “bad 
art”, but only because it is “derivative”; 
not because its meaning is highly 
ambiguous - dubious in fact - and must 
be clutched back from the conclusion 
it might be racist and sexist by means 
of strenuous argument. I assume that 
Demarty is motivated by a nebulous 
notion of artistic freedom. But please 
don’t labour the fact that the value of 
work such as Melgaard’s is determined 
by its primary role as an exchange 
value, not by its aesthetic qualities, 
which are virtually nil! 

Authoritarian 

What follows next in Demarty’s 
article is reminiscent of the Russian 
avant garde in the early 1920s. Not 
only were they famously criticised 
by Trotsky in a series of articles, later 
published in his book, Literature 
and revolution. But by the end of 
the 1920s they were hoist by their 
own petard at the hand of Stalin’s art 
commissars, who now decreed their 
own version of what official Soviet 
art would be like: ie, it would revert to 
a traditional form, soon to be known 
as ‘socialist realism’ (although it was 
neither socialist nor realist). Thus the 
brief era of experimental art, along 
with a flourishing avant grade, came 
to a tragic end. Many of the artists 
disappeared into the gulag, never to 
be seen again. For those who wished 
to survive, the imperative was that art 
must serve the state - or else. 

But before this happened the avant 
grade were free to advocate their 
own prescriptive view of art, which 
became increasingly sectarian and 
authoritarian. ‘Down with art’ was 
their battle cry, the implication being 
that art must become part of production 
in order to ‘change life’ directly; 
otherwise it is socially useless. (But 
this was a utopian idea, as Trotsky 
was quick to point out, although he 
defended their right to their own 
point of view, as well as to practise 
experimental art.) Yet for the avant 
garde, anyone who defended bourgeois 
art, in particular the notion of art-for- 
art’s-sake, was a reactionary, perhaps 
even a counterrevolutionary. Therefore 


their art should be suppressed. 

In today’s context Demarty adopts 
the same attitude. This includes the 
methodology of ‘guilt by association’, 
which has more to do with Stalinism 
than a defence of artistic freedom: “... 
to declare Melgaard’s chair as ‘just 
racist’,” he opines, “is reactionary 
philistinism” on a par with Mary 
Whitehouse. The “image of domination 
must necessarily map onto a desire 
to degrade and dominate outside the 
fantasy of the sexual fetish - which 
more or less rules out BDSM, practised 
and enjoyed by a significant fraction 
of the human population, altogether... 
I cannot describe this attitude as other 
than ignorant, sexually conservative 
bigotry, worthy of a Ukip councillor, 
but not a socialist [!!].” 

In full flow, Demarty goes on to 
his piece de resistance : such “strident 
moralism and the idea that the privileged 
need to be ‘educated’by the oppressed 
[ie, black people and women] are the 
deflected products of the worship of 
the Cultural Revolution”. Therefore 
any anti-racists or feminists who dare 
to criticise Melgaard’s celebration of 
‘forniphilia’ is under the influence of 
American Maoism! 

Alienation 

At no point does Demarty consider 
that advocacy of ‘art and fetishism’ 
might be problematical for Marxists. 
As I understand things, from a very 
early stage, for Marx the phenomenon 
of fetishism is synonymous with 
alienation. This happens when 
the social side of human beings 
is transformed - it reappears as a 
characteristic of the property of things; 
these things now appear to be endowed 
with social or human attributes. 

Marx started with the example of 
religious fetishism. Historically man 
has suffered, both physically and 
mentally, from his struggle against 
the material conditions of nature and 
society, which can only be alleviated 
by inventing a god or gods. On this 
basis, by means of labour by hand and 
brain, man creates religious fetishes, 
which he then allows to exercise 
power over him. Man feels impelled 
to worship these figments and objects 
which spring from his imagination; 
otherwise there is no possibility of 
relief from his suffering; this is human 
self-alienation, stage one. 

As we all know, Marx uses this 
explanation for the rise of religious 
fetishism as a model for the fetishism 
of commodities in Capital. As Lucio 
Colletti points out, it encompasses “the 
whole history of commodities, all the 
magic and necromancy that surrounds 
the products of labour on the basis of 
commodity production. Marx makes 
it clear that the ‘veil’ is not added by 
bourgeois interpreters of the ‘social 
life-process’ ... but belongs to this 
process, which therefore appears to 
political economy as what it really 
is” (introduction to Karl Marx: early 
writings London 1973, p38). 

The same applies to art theory, 
it would seem! I see a parallel here 
with sexual fetishism. It arises from 
the fact that the effects of alienated 
labour are reinforced by commodity 
fetishism, which penetrates every 
pore of human life; especially in an 
age when this is also the basis of the 
mass reproducibility of the image; 
concretely the ubiquitous spread of the 
entertainment industry or what Adorno 
calls the ‘culture industry’, whereby 
sex as a commodity to be bought and 
consumed, along with the pornography 
of violence, play a dominant role. 

Of course, not all entertainment is 
mindless and habit-forming; neither 
does it naturalise our alienated 


existence necessarily; sometimes 
entertainment can also make us think 
about the reality of our existence: the 
fact that we often treat each other as 
things, including parts of our bodies, 
which are separated from the person: 
ie, in the private and intimate aspects 
of our life. 

The 1976 Japanese film, Ai no 
corrida (In the realm of the senses ), 
is a case in point. It is based on the 
true story, set in the 1930s, about an 
obsessive sexual relationship between 
an inn-keeper and a geisha [his social 
inferior). Nevertheless, the geisha falls 
passionately in love with the man, 
which is underpinned by the fact that 
she can only escape her life of poverty 
and insecurity if she is able to persuade 
her lover to leave his wife and marry 
her. But social class and a rigid social 
code are against her. As the tension 
mounts between them, the inn-keeper 
sends her off to service the sexual 
needs of a retired teacher. The motive 
might have been to get rid of her or to 
make some extra money. Whatever. 
Instead the old man introduces her 
to sexual fetishism. A bit of harmless 
slapping, etc, appeals to her, partly as a 
means to alleviate her frustration. She 
also realises that it could be a way to 
prolong her relationship with the inn¬ 
keeper. When she returns to her lover, 
she soon persuades him to assume the 
role of the teacher, as a consensual 
victim within the confines of BDSM. 

As a result their relationship 
becomes more and intense, more 
obsessive, in defiance of social reality. 
Thus a relationship which originated 
as straightforward carnal love 
between a man and a woman becomes 
transformed by means of sexual 
fetishism. This latter behaviour begins 
to transcend everything. However, 
there is no way out of this cul-de-sac 
and so it ends in tragedy. In her desire 
to prolong her orgasm - and to delay 
that of her lover - the woman resorts to 
strangulation of her partner. One day 
she goes too far - but he also appears 
to have a death wish - and he ends up 
dead. Grief-stricken, the woman cuts 
off his penis and carries it around with 
her - the ultimate sexual fetish. In this 
instance, one is reminded of Freud’s 
theory of Eros and Thanatos; it could 
also be argued that here also his theory 
of Civilisation and its discontents is 
played out on a personal level. 

Libertarian 

It seems to me that, wittingly or 
not, comrade Demarty has opened 
up an authoritarian, unambiguous 
space for degrading images of one’s 
fellow human beings, by means of a 
libertarian discourse in defence of 
ambiguous art, which in this case is 
highly dubious and invites criticism, 
certainly by readers of this paper. 
Such a response is spurred on by the 
photograph which accompanies his 
article. It shows the oligarch’s young 
‘moll’ nonchalantly sitting on the 
aforesaid chair. 

Thus Demarty suggests a strange 
affinity with a member of the Russian 
oligarchy, including his much younger 
girlfriend, who is also (probably) a sort 
of patriarchal ‘pet’. He fails to see that 
the ‘work’ of art in question is more 
like a commodity of exchange than 
an art object, redolent with aesthetic 
qualities. Thus he blurs the relationship 
between Marxism and humanism, 
which is Marx’s starting point as an 
intellectual and revolutionary, from 
which he never wavers. Where would 
Marxism be without humanism? 
Answer: it would be bereft of its raison 
d ’etre, which is the struggle to abolish 
‘inhuman, unsocial man’ in favour of 
‘human, social man’ • 
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Outrage comes cheap 

Negar Azarbayjani Facing mirrors 2011 


P erhaps it is appropriate that 
Iran, that veritable De Niro of 
international diplomacy, should 
play host to a fabulously accomplished 
national cinema. Confusing metaphors 
aside, I absolutely mean this as a 
compliment. It is a generally accepted 
fact amongst film-snob circles that 
Iranian cinema consistently punches 
well above its weight; a living, 
breathing embodiment of that proud, 
‘do more with less’ (less finance, less 
freedom) tradition of the type that 
so astounded Francis Ford Coppola 
when he visited Cuba. “We don’t have 
the advantage of their disadvantages,” 
he quipped in 1975 - a sentiment 
that could absolutely be applied to 
modern-day Iran. 

In the face of one of the most 
censorial regimes on the planet, 
whose laws governing blasphemy 
and ‘permissible’ transgressions are 
Byzantine at the best of times, this 
is a cinema which not only survives, 
but actually thrives. For the western 
viewer Iranian cinema provides an 
oasis of calm and profundity between 
the explosion-heavy fantasies of 
America and the bloated pretension 
of Europe: real stories about deeply 
divisive issues and the realities of 
human struggle, often as experienced 
first-hand. 

Facing mirrors is a film which 
should fit this description pretty 
snugly. It tells the story of Eddie/ 
Adineh (Shayesteh Irani), a female- 
to-male transsexual attempting to 
emigrate from beneath the watch of 
her conservative father and flee the 
forced marriage being imposed upon 
her. During her escape Eddie strikes 
an unlikely friendship with the timid 
and reserved cab driver, Rana (Qazal 
Shakeri), struggling to support her 
family while her husband is in jail. 
Eddie, it just so happens, has plenty 
of money, and she is quite willing to 
part with it if the strongly religious 
Rana can overcome her fundamental 
prejudices and whisk her away to 
the social acceptance of a foreign 
sanctuary. 

Though the film is already a few 
years old, I must confess that I had 
not heard of Facing mirrors before 
watching it - something made all 
the more curious by its meeting of 
all those ‘cinematic oasis/arthouse- 
darling’-type criteria. Its core 
thrust, interrogating the position 
of transgendered people in Iranian 
society, is something for which you 
would expect to see the film rightly 
garlanded with all manner of accolades 
and international recognition; a bold 
and brave statement against the 
oppression of LGBT people under 
a government which is notoriously 
intolerant of any perceived ‘deviancy’. 
It is also probably worth mentioning 
that the film is good - very good 
actually - able to deftly interweave 
tragedy and poignancy with humour 
and humanity with relative ease; able 
to take an incredibly difficult subject 
and yet still drive home that shared 
sense of terrible injustice. Why then 
had I not heard of it? 

Confession time: a large part of my 
initial experience of Facing mirrors 
was informed by my own ignorance. 
In the first instance the film is not 
quite as obscure as I have implied; it 
has won the odd international award 
and the very fact that I was able to 
watch it in London at all is testament 
to the fact that it has had some fairly 
substantial global exposure. Even 
so, it remains anecdotally true that 
few people I have spoken to (film 
buffs all, naturally) had heard of the 
film. Researching it online brought 
me to an insightful article by Shima 


Houshyar on the Ajam Media 
Collective Blog. 1 Houshyar’s answer 
was simple: the reason that neither I 
nor anyone else I had spoken to had 
heard of Facing mirrors was simply 
because it did not fit into an easy 
imperialist-chauvinist narrative. The 
film she unfavourably compares it to 
is Circumstance, the “outrageously 
sexy” (so sayeth the poster) lesbian 
coming-of-age picture championed 
by mainstream bourgeois outlets and 
the recipient of a Sundance audience 
award and grand jury nomination. 
Circumstance is, for Houshyar, a 
film that plays to the liberal gallery, 
a glossy and easy-to-digest film 
which has us shaking our heads and 
tut-tutting in smug superiority. 

Although I am not wholly 
convinced by Houshyar’s position, 
it is certainly true to say that one 
of the most striking features of 
Facing mirrors is the suffocating 
banality of the ‘axis of evil’ terror 
state. When a cross-dressing Eddie 
indulges in a spot of road rage early 
in the film, chasing through the dense 
traffic to catch up with a speeding 
cut-in, the police pull her over. 
After a brief attempt at blagging 
her way out of trouble, Eddie finds 
herself hauled down to the local 
station and on the receiving end 
of a savage ‘correctional’ beating. 
In the space of just two scenes 
Facing mirrors is essentially able 
to dash between two extremes of 
Iranian social interaction, from the 
mundane to the horrifying, with the 
most uncanny ease. Now, nobody 
would suppose that the entirety of 
Iranian society was comprised of 
black-robed women, gun-toting 
revolutionary guards and cackling 
clerics, but equally this glimpse into 
Iranian life is restrictively rare in the 
west. Contra Melanie Phillips-type 
Daily Mail ranting, this is a country 
where apparent messianic, nuclear- 
apocalyptic death cults co-exist with 
sensible speed limits and the odd 
seatbelt. Similarly the character of 
Rana offers us, speaking bluntly, a 
portrait of a sympathetic bigot. Her 
fragility and struggle with adversity 
do not excuse her prejudicial dislike 
of Eddie, but, even before the pair’s 
reconciliation midway through the 
film, Rana is clearly a human being, 
susceptible to all the foibles and 
weaknesses that fleshy definition 
entails. In short, this devout woman 
is a world away from messianic 
nuclear-apocalyptic death cults. 

Facing mirrors is difficult viewing 
for the big festival circuit because 
it exhibits for us the common 
experiences shared between the 
Iranian people and ourselves, and 
the starting point from which we 
might actually begin to recognise the 
roots of some of the violence stoked 
in Iranian society by the regime. 
Equally though, the film does not 
shy away from the fact that those 
‘roots of violence’ are distinctly 
Iranian: imperialism has a great deal 
to answer for, but it is the clerical 
regime specifically that fosters the 
violent homophobic/transphobic 
paranoia which leads to Eddie’s 
beating. Tellingly in that regard, her 
salvation is sought in Germany and 
the west, not that already offered 
under the wing of her native tyrants. 

This then brings me to my second 
layer of prior ignorance: namely 
the sheer complexity of the Iranian 
government’s attitude towards 
LGBT persons. Unfortunately I, and 
many other well-meaning comrades, 
I am sure, had in years gone by 
bought wholly into the usefully 
uncomplicated view of Iran as the 


‘big evil’; the complete antithesis 
of our own wonderfully liberal- 
secular brand of blanket tolerance. 
I simply could not have conceived 
of the possibility that not only is sex 
reassignment surgery (SRS) legal and 
part-subsidised in Iran, but that, as a 
survey conducted in 2008 showed, 
Iran actually performs the second 
highest number of sex reassignment 
operations in the world; to the extent 
that it has become something of an 
SRS hub for the Gulf region. 2 

Once again, for clarity I should 
emphatically stress that the Iranian 
government’s vicious reputation is 
more than earned. Homosexuality 
and repeat ‘sodomy’ offences still 
carry the death penalty; and the 
Iranian authorities’ track record since 
1979 suggests little hesitation to use 
that option when available. More 
to the point, to infer that Iranian 
state-subsidised SRS was provided 
altruistically would be a monumental 
absurdity. For the regime the surgery 
solves a simple problem: curing 
the ‘disease’ of homosexuality and 
transsexualism and ‘fixing’ people 
so they might reintegrate into the 
mainstream society of the Islamic 
Republic. Those who sign up for 
SRS are then committed to it under 
any eventuality, exposed to the legal 
system in a way that sees non-trans 
homosexuals coerced into procedures 
simply to protect themselves from the 
mortal danger of being ‘out’. 3 

Clearly Facing mirrors does 
not shy away from these facts. The 
fundamental thrust of the film must 
be that the legitimation of SRS has 
little bearing on the social acceptance 
of both SRS as a practice and the trans 
population as a whole. Although my 
original instinctual prejudices may be 
given some weight by this, the basic 
truth still remains: my assumption 
that the Iranian government’s 
hostility towards homosexuals 
would obviously extend to the 
transgendered was factually wrong 
(to say nothing of my potentially 
patronising enthusiasm to transplant 
western-liberal lump-groupings - 
‘LGBT’ - to an environment where 
the circumstances are politically 
quite different). In effect I had put an 
emotional attachment to a particular 
ideal ahead of a rational engagement 
with what was actually going on, and 
was all the poorer for it. 

Returning to our present situation, 
what with the US-Iran honeymoon 


C ongratulations to all those who 
contributed to our January 
fighting fund. We made our £1,500 
monthly target on the very last 
day and, what is more, we raised 
exactly £1,500. That’s the first 
time that has happened! 

The final hours saw a PayPal 
donation for £ 15 from TT, two £ 10 
standing orders from AR and RL, 
and, last but not least, a donation 
of £54 from PM - £54 being the 
value of the office supplies he 
provided for us without charge. It 
was actually £54.40 - which means 
that we exceeded our January 
target by 40p! 

When it comes to February’s 
fighting fund, the beginning of 
the month has seen the usual 
rash of standing orders - 16 of 
them totalling £250 - excuse me 


in full swing, a film like Facing 
mirrors actually offers a sceptic like 
me a cautionary lesson. Primarily, as 
I said at the start, Iran is a country of 
contradiction. But that contradiction 
cuts both ways. In the Ahmadinejad 
years it came in the form of a blustering 
little man presiding over a land full of 
Eddies and Ranas. If America really 
had seen its war rolled over into the 
next phase, it is the Eddies and Ranas 
who would have borne (as always) the 
brunt of the suffering. Under Hassan 
Rowhani, a welcomed ‘peacemaker’ 
for the west, that contradiction is far 
more obscure, but no less awful. Look 
at his treatment of Iran’s prisoners: 
under the cover of pardons for some 
he slips in the hanging of scores of 
others. A hundred more executions 
were conducted in 2013 than the 
previous year, bringing the total to 
650-odd, two thirds of which where 
conducted under the ‘moderate’ 
Rowhani’s relatively short watch. 4 
In the one full month of 2014 he has 
already racked up more than 70. 

The western left would do well 
to remember these facts alongside 
the humanising validity of films 
like Facing mirrors. The SWP/Stop 
the War Coalition’s one-time argu¬ 
ment, extrapolating wildly from rev¬ 
elations of the type presented here, 
that the regime could not possibly be 
that bad because of that ‘good’ sex 
change record, sticks in the craw just 
as much the dangerous, chauvinist 
Matgamna-isms warning us about 
the jealous “Islamo-fascist” hordes. 
Of course, the clerical regime is an 
enemy of the international left, but 
at the same time it is an enemy that 
will only be overcome by being ra¬ 
tionally understood and examined 
for the human creation that it is. We 
must do better than buying into the 
binary of simply rejecting or bear- 
hugging imperialism’s slanders. 
After all, outrage comes cheap, and 
can be dropped as quickly as it was 
whipped up in the face of a capitula¬ 
tion and re-admittance into the fold 
of hegemonic capital • 

Tom Munday 

Notes 

1. http://ajammc.eom/2013/05/l 1/queer-and-trans- 
subjects-in-iranian-cinema-between-representa- 
tion-agency-and-orientalist-fantasies. 

2. http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/7259057.stm. 

3. www.theguardian.com/world/2007/sep/25/iran. 
roberttait. 

4. http://www.n 5 dimes.com/ 2 Oi 4 /Ol/ 23 /world/ 
middleeast/iran-surge-in-executions-worries- 
rights-experts.html?_r=0. 


for not listing them all, but all 
those generous supporters know 
who they are! Added to which 
was a £10 PayPal donation from 
comrade CL, who was one of 
11,479 online readers last week. 
Finally we received two cheques 

- a £25 donation from K.R and 
£10 from PO added to her Weekly 
Worker subscription. 

So we start February with £295 
in the kitty. Which leaves me 
optimistic about emulating our 
January achievement. But, this 
time, please let’s try and make it 
with a few days - and a few pounds 

- to spare! • 

Robbie Rix 

Fill in a standing order form 
(back page), donate via our 
website, or send cheques, 
payable to Weekly Worker 


Fighting fund 

Exactly! 


What we 
fight for 

■ Without organisation the 
working class is nothing; with the 
highest form of organisation it is 
everything. 

■ There exists no real Communist 
Party today. There are many 
so-called ‘parties’ on the left. In 
reality they are confessional sects. 
Members who disagree with the 
prescribed ‘line’ are expected to 
gag themselves in public. Either 
that or face expulsion. 

■ Communists operate according 
to the principles of democratic 
centralism. Through ongoing 
debate we seek to achieve unity 
in action and a common world 
outlook. As long as they support 
agreed actions, members should 
have the right to speak openly and 
form temporary or permanent 
factions. 

■ Communists oppose all 
imperialist wars and occupations 
but constantly strive to bring to 
the fore the fundamental question 
- ending war is bound up with 
ending capitalism. 

■ Communists are 
internationalists. Everywhere we 
strive for the closest unity and 
agreement of working class and 
progressive parties of all countries. 
We oppose every manifestation 
of national sectionalism. It is an 
internationalist duty to uphold the 
principle, ‘One state, one party’. 

■ The working class must be 
organised globally. Without 
a global Communist Party, 
a Communist International, 
the struggle against capital is 
weakened and lacks coordination. 

■ Communists have no interest 
apart from the working class 
as a whole. They differ only in 
recognising the importance of 
Marxism as a guide to practice. 
That theory is no dogma, but 
must be constantly added to and 
enriched. 

■ Capitalism in its ceaseless 
search for profit puts the future 
of humanity at risk. Capitalism is 
synonymous with war, pollution, 
exploitation and crisis. As a global 
system capitalism can only be 
superseded globally. 

■ The capitalist class will never 
willingly allow their wealth and 
power to be taken away by a 
parliamentary vote. 

■ We will use the most militant 
methods objective circumstances 
allow to achieve a federal republic 
of England, Scotland and Wales, 
a united, federal Ireland and a 
United States of Europe. 

■ Communists favour industrial 
unions. Bureaucracy and class 
compromise must be fought and 
the trade unions transformed into 
schools for communism. 

■ Communists are champions 
of the oppressed. Women’s 
oppression, combating racism and 
chauvinism, and the struggle for 
peace and ecological sustainability 
are just as much working class 
questions as pay, trade union rights 
and demands for high-quality 
health, housing and education. 

■ Socialism represents victory in 
the battle for democracy. It is the 
rule of the working class. Socialism 
is either democratic or, as with 
Stalin’s Soviet Union, it turns 
into its opposite. 

■ Socialism is the first stage 
of the worldwide transition 
to communism - a system 
which knows neither wars, 
exploitation, money, classes, 
states nor nations. Communism 
is general freedom and the real 
beginning of human history. 
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Can climate 
change be 
countered with 
dredging? 


Overcoming the division 

Robert Eagleton offers his comments on the floods that have hit south-west England 



ver the past few months floods 
have laid waste to parts of the 
south-west; the majority of the 
destruction has occurred in the counties 
of Devon, Cornwall and Somerset, 
where thousands of hectares of land 
have been covered in water. Since 
December last year 7,500 properties 
have been flooded, whilst road and 
train networks have been submerged, 
leaving thousands of people unable 
to travel. 1 Dozens of properties 
remain flooded, and hundreds are still 
without electricity and the means of 
communication. 2 The violent weather 
patterns have also claimed the life of 
one unfortunate woman in Sussex, 
whilst also causing the emergency 
rescue of six stranded fishermen. 3 

Residents struggling to cope with 
the severe disruption subsequently 
discovered that they were initially 
being charged 4 lp per minute if they 
had to call the official, privately run 
helpline designated to assist flood 
victims. This forced the government 
to step in to provide a new helpline, 
although you still have to pay lOp per 
minute. The government tried to claim 
credit for its “robust response” when 
Owen Paterson, secretary of state for 
environment, food and rural affairs, 
announced a doubling of the £100,000 
currently being spent each week to 
alleviate the damage. However, in 
view of the widespread complaints by 
victims claiming that they have been 
left to cope on their own, it is highly 
doubtful the Conservatives will be able 
to reap the kind of electoral benefit 
achieved by Barack Obama during 
the 2012 United States presidential 
election, when the publicity generated 
by his response to the damage 
caused by Hurricane Sandy saw the 
Republican Party’s challenger, Mitt 
Romney, relegated to secondary news 
days before polls opened. 

Every year Britain faces snow or 
flooding which paralyses transport 
networks and every year politicians 
promise to put in place precautionary 
measures, only for people in the 
affected areas to be confronted with 
the same problems 12 months down 
the line. This is not just incompetence, 
but is endemic in a society where work 
is organised primarily on the basis of 
production for profit. It is difficult to 
make much out of victims of a disaster 
- even though you can try it on with 
premium-rate phone lines. 

What has surprised me, however, 
is the way in which social alienation 
has been reflected in some responses 
to the flooding. Many are not overly 
concerned with the plight of the 
victims, perhaps because it is hard to 
feel a sense of empathy for people who 
live a completely different life from 
you. Partially this lack of empathy is 
due to the great disparities between 
town and country and occasionally it 
takes the form of blaming the victim. 
I have heard comments like ‘Serves 
them right for living in flood-prone 
areas’ or ‘Why should I pay through 
my taxes for flood defences I won’t 
ever use?’ Unlike in America, where 
environmental catastrophes may impact 
on many millions, in Britain they tend 
only to affect localised communities 


Apocalypse: English style 

severed from the rest of society via a 
veil of alienation. 

This gulf between town and country 
is so wide that it prompted the head of 
the Environment Agency, Lord Smith, 
to declare there is “no bottomless 
purse” for flood defences: ultimately 
the government had to chose its 
priorities between “town or country, 
front rooms or farmland”, he said. 

Division of labour 

This chasm is an issue communists 
must address in the interests of building 
a collective proletarian consciousness. 
Karl Marx recalls in Capital 
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how from the 17th century the rural 
masses in England were forced into 
the cities in search of work: “The 
peasant, expropriated and cast adrift, 
had to obtain the value of the means 
of subsistence from his new lord, the 
industrial capitalist.” 4 Meanwhile, 
agricultural workers were cut off 
from their urban brothers and sisters. 
That is why communists call for 
the “re-establishment of an intimate 
connection between town and 
country, agriculture and industry, and 
a reversal of the trend to concentrate 
the population in London and south¬ 
east England. Work and domestic life 


should be brought closer together”. 5 

We must, however, be careful 
not to throw the baby out with the 
bathwater when it comes to the social 
division of labour. For example, 
job specialisation does have its 
advantages - rather than one man 
building, say, his own car, capital has 
brought together groups of workers, 
each having a specific role, which 
allows cars to be manufactured with 
less waste in a fraction of the time. 
While it is clear that a workers’ state 
would need to maintain this division 
of labour to a certain degree, there 
is no reason why roles could not 


be rotated, allowing people to learn 
many skills. 

We are unequivocally opposed 
to a return to some imagined ‘golden 
age’, whereby production was based 
upon an inefficient handicraft system. 
We need to harness what is positive in 
capitalism, subordinating production 
to the interests of the proletariat, and 
therefore humanity as a whole. As Lenin 
stated, “Communist society, as we know, 
cannot be built unless we restore industry 
and agriculture, and that not in the old 
way. They must be re-established on a 
modem basis, in accordance with the last 
word in science.” 6 

The need to “restore industry and 
agriculture ... on a modern basis” is 
tied up with the task of overcoming 
the separation between the inhabitants 
of town and country. Towns and cities 
must be ‘de-urbanised’ in the sense 
that they must incorporate features of 
the countryside in the shape of large 
open spaces. Meanwhile rural areas 
must be modernised in order to break 
down the gulf between agriculture and 
industry. This would also facilitate 
the creation of a similar lifestyle and 
make mutual empathy more likely. 

It is easy to dismiss the current 
division as something fairly trivial, 
but the need to overcome it cannot 
be emphasised enough. Whilst we are 
no longer living in the days when the 
rural masses might never even visit 
a city in their life, we still need to 
establish a collective consciousness - 
a task which must include the coming 
together of the proletariat’s differing 
constituent parts • 

Notes 

1. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-26012299. 

2. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-26012890. 

3. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england- 
sussex-26016077. 

4. K Marx Capital Vol 1, chapter 27: www. 
marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c l/ch27. 
htm. 

5. CPGB Draft programme: www.cpgb.org. 
uk/home/about-the-cpgb/draft-programme/3.- 
immediate-demands. 

6. VI Lenin The tasks of the Youth Leagues 
(October1920): www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/ 
works/1920/oct/02.htm (emphasis added). 
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